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ABSTRACT 

In 186 BC, the Roman Senate became suspicious that a conspiracy had attached 

itself to the cult of Dionysus — the Bacchanalia — which had by that time spread from 

Greece, through Etruria and central Italy, to Rome. Upon deliberation with the senior 

consul of that year, Spurius Postumius Albinus, the Senate decreed an investigation into 

the cult in Rome and throughout Italy. After arresting and executing many members of 

the cult, the Senate passed decrees that assimilated the cult into the Roman religious 

system. These events are known mostly through an inscription, the Senatus Consultum de 

Bacchanalibus, which records the decrees assimilating the cult, and a narrative by the 

Roman historian Titus Livius (Livy). 

This thesis attempts to contribute to our knowledge about the structure and 

practices of the Bacchic cult in Rome. The first chapter reviews many of the reasons 

proposed by scholars to explain the Senate's reaction to the cult, and argues that more 

attention must be paid to the nature of the cult. The second chapter analyses Livy's 

history of Rome as a whole, to determine the ideological influences and methodologies 

that affected his work, and to assess the reliability of his description of the Bacchic cult. 

The third chapter looks at each detail of Livy's description of the cult, and compares it 

with other ancient evidence to assess the probability of each detail's accuracy, and how in 

turn the Romans might have reacted. 
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1. HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE BACCHANALIA 

In 186 BC, the Roman Senate, suspecting that there was a conspiracy connected 

to the Bacchanalia, ordered an investigation into the cult, arrested many members, and 

issued decrees that assimilated the cult into Roman religion. This episode of Roman 

history has received considerable scholarly attention, but remains problematic for a 

number of reasons. The most basic of these concern the nature of the Bacchanalia. Jorg 

Riipke suggested that "Bacchanal" meant a place of Bacchic worship,' which implies that 

the Senate was concerned with destroying a shrine. The Senatus Consultum (SC) de 

Bacchanalibus, an inscription that recorded some of the decrees of the Senate that year, 

restricted membership of the Bacchanalia to five people, which suggests that they were a 

cult organization.2 Yet another possibility, implied by the Roman historian Livy, is that 

"Bacchanalia" referred to a set of rites.3 What, then, were the Bacchanalia: a shrine, a cult 

organization, or a set of rites? Or, as Jean-Marie Pailler has suggested, were they all 

three?4 This thesis explores these and other questions about the nature of the Bacchanalia 

in Rome, and, through an item-by-item analysis of Livy's description of the cult, it 

concludes that there was an authentic cult of Bacchus in Rome, but that the Bacchanalia 

had undergone various alterations that the Senate could not accept. 

Scholars have gone a long way in explaining why the Senate reacted the way it 

'Jorg Rftpke, Religion of the Romans, tr. R. Gordon (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 32. Some 
clarification should be made about Bacchic terminology: Bacchanalia is a plural Latin word that is 
translated "Bacchanals," and could refer to a shrine, a cult, or a set of rites relating to Bacchus, which is 
another name for Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and madness. Bacchae, in Greek, and Bacchantes, in 
Latin, are plural nouns referring either to the Maenads of myth, women who followed Dionysus, or to 
women in cult who ritually played the part of Maenads, as explained in the third chapter of this thesis. 
Bacchic is an adjective that refers to any myth, practice or motif related to Bacchus or his cult. All of these 
terms appear throughout this thesis. 

2Senatus Consultum (SC) de Bacchanalibus (CIL 12.581 = ILS 18 = ILLRP 511), The Latin Library, 
accessed at http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/scbaccanalibus.html on January 21, 2010. Hereafter, the 
inscription will simply be referred to as the SC de Bacchanalibus. 

3Livy, Ab Urbe Condita 39.8-19. Appendix A contains this text in both Latin and English, and 
Appendix B contains the SC de Bacchanalibus in both Latin and English. Hereafter, references to these two 
texts will be shown in parentheses in the text of the thesis, directing the reader to the appendices. 
References to any other passage of Livy will appear in the footnotes, along with every other source. 

4Jean-Marie Pailler, Bacchanalia: La repression de 186 ay. J.-C. a Rome et en Italie (Rome: Ecole 
francaise de Rome, 1988), 8. 
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did, and how the events were portrayed in literature, but more could be done to find out 

who the members of the Bacchanalia in Rome were, what they did, and what was the 

structure of the cult. One reason for this gap is the nature of the sources. Although various 

ancient accounts refer to the events of 186 BC in a general way, Livy's narrative (39.8-19; 

see Appendix A) and the SC de Bacchanalibus (Appendix B), which is a bronze 

inscription found in southern Italy in 1640,5 are the only sources which provide us with 

any substantial details. Neither has been considered satisfactory, though, with Livy's 

narrative long being seen as "too deeply coloured" with Livy's moral bias "to give us a 

reliable picture" of the cult's practices,6 and the inscription, which is seen as more 

factually reliable, providing us with too few details. John North has suggested that there 

is a "possibility of reconstructing," based on the inscription, at least some elements of the 

cult — it included both men and women, who were bound by oath, and contributed to a 

common fund — but this thesis seeks to go beyond North's suggestion by proposing that 

it is also possible to learn about the nature of the Bacchanalia from Livy's narrative, and it 

will attempt to clarify the nature of Bacchic cult in Rome in the early second century BC. 

Roman authors viewed the events of 186 BC as a response to a moral threat, 

posed by nocturnal gatherings of men in common with women and wine. Cicero, for 

example, in De Legibus, recommended "careful regulation" to protect women's 

reputations by having them initiated by day into the rites of Ceres. In support of this 

argument, he mentioned "the sternness of our ancestors shown by the old senatorial 

decision concerning the Bacchanalia, along with the inquiry and punishments by the 

army of the consuls."8 Livy emphasized "the pleasures of wine and feasts," and said that 

5Albert Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism from Olympias to Messalina," Harvard Studies in Classical 
Philology 82 (1978), 121. 

6Tenney Frank, "The Bacchanalian Cult of 186 BC," Classical Quarterly 21, 3/4 (June-Oct. 1927), 
130. 

7J.A. North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological 
Society 25 (1979), 85-103. 

sCicero, De Legibus 2.15.37. 
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3 

"when wine had inflamed their minds ... all kinds of corruption began to arise," and he 

added that "there was not only one type of vice, the promiscuous sexual disgraces of free-

born males and females," but also the crimes of forgery, poison and murder (39.8.6-8). If 

the Senate's concern had simply been the crimes, then they could have simply prosecuted 

the crimes, but, according to Livy, it was the moral degeneracy of the Bacchanalia that 

incited the Senate to suppress the cult. This was, then, to Roman historians, a classic 

example of their ancestors showing severitas in the face of what was primarily a moral 

threat. 

In late antiquity, Christian authors continued this theme by using the banning of 

the Bacchae as an example of Pagan depravity. Tertullian criticized his Pagan 

contemporaries, whom he believed were abandoning the ways of their ancestors by 

welcoming back Isis and Bacchus.9 Augustine linked Dionysus' Roman name, Liber, to 

the sexual liberation which he supposed women felt when drinking wine, and noted that 

the Senate "ordered [Bacchic rites] to be abolished."10 He argued that the Bacchanalia 

"were instituted by filthy daemones," and "even after many years," the Senate "was so 

ashamed of their mad disgrace that they prohibited them in the city of Rome."" 

Augustine referred to these events to strengthen his argument that Pagan deities were 

actually demons, and, in the medieval and early modern periods, the memory of the 

Bacchanals informed Europe's ideas about demons. The images of sorcerors, the devil 

with the goat's head, and the supposed nocturnal orgies of witches, each found their 

precedents in the negative connotations of the Bacchanalia found in late antique 

sources.12 

In the nineteenth century AD, scholarly interpretations of the events of 186 BC 

maintained this image of debauchery and violence. This fit comfortably within 

9Tertullian, Apology 5-7. 
1°Augustine, City of God 6.9. 
"Augustine, City of God 18.13. 
12Pailler, Bacchanalia, 749-759, 797-798. 
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contemporary paradigms of the study of Dionysus and Orpheus, which were influenced 

by Nietzsche's notion of the "Dionysian." In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche described 

Dionysus and Apollo in opposition to each other: Apollo, the sun god of prophecy, 

representing order, and Dionysus, the underworld god of wine, representing chaos.13 By 

abstracting Dionysus, Nietzsche inadvertently robbed him of his divinity, and he became 

a modern concept, reflecting both psychological and collective abstractions, and in this 

way, Dionysus came to represent social subversion, paradox, and liminality,I4 but at a 

cost: the paradigm diluted his divinity, so that he anachronistically became a "mere 

personification" of psychological and social categories.I5

This idea of the "Dionysian" was transmitted to scholars in the nineteenth century, 

who therefore connected the history of Dionysiac cult with what they viewed as 

"Orphism."16 This was before it became clear that Dionysus had been in Greece since the 

Bronze Age, rather than being a late-corner, supposedly having spread from Asia Minor 

through Thrace, where, according to Jane Ellen Harrison, he met Orpheus. Harrison 

thought Orpheus was a real person, who had transformed the cult of Dionysus to make it 

more acceptable to Archaic Greek cities where the Apollonian order prevailed. She called 

Orpheus "a reformer, a protestant,"17 and in doing so, exposed the context that influenced 

scholars of her day, whose work was wrapped up with what Jonathan Smith has 

characterized as "Protestant anti-Catholic apologetics."18 The Apollonian order, like the 

13Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, tr. W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 33-
38. 

14Albert Henrichs, "Loss of Self, Suffering, Violence: The Modern View of Dionysus from Nietzsche 
to Girard," Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 88 (1984), 222-223. 
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Catholic church, was entrenched with meaningless rituals and had lost significance; but 

the Dionysian order, like the Protestant church, offered a fresh spiritual revival through 

Orphism. Balancing the ecstasy of Dionysus with the asceticism of Orpheus, Orphism 

offered the Greeks an alternate religion,19 which some scholars saw as a proto-

Christianity. As a consequence, the persecution of the Bacchanalia could be understood as 

a reaction of the Apollonian order against subversive, Dionysian forces. 

While some scholars in the early twentieth century viewed the suppression as a 

political persecution against marginals, others viewed it as a reaction against "oriental 

religions."20 Tenney Frank called the Senate's reaction an "inquisition" against a cult that 

had spread not by Romans being initiated, but by migrations of Greeks, the "chief 

source" of which were captives taken from Tarentum in 208 BC. He pointed out that 

pederasty "had not been unusual" in Magna Graecia, where sacred prostitutes could be 

found at the temples of Demeter, Kore, and Dionysus, and he argued that Livy's 

accusations of sexual disgraces were based on that.21 A.H. McDonald credited Livy for 

his "brilliant picture of cult practices amongst the disreputable elements" of Rome, and 

took Livy's moralistic representation at face value.22 He believed that Livy's accusations 

of forgery, poison and murder could be supported by the fact that poisoning and 

brigandage were endemic in Italy throughout the 180s BC, so the Senate's actions were a 

justified response to "a spread of crime and immorality associated with the Bacchic 

cult."23 Arnold Toynbee believed that a "vein of religious frenzy"24 was behind the spread 

of the Bacchanalia, spurred by the anxieties of war. The Bacchanalia came to Rome 

through refugees, prisoners and slaves from Magna Graecia, who used Bacchic ecstasy as 

I9Harrison, Prolegomena, 363-364, 440-453. 
29Pailler, Bacchanalia, 65-71. 
21Frank, "Bacchanalian Cult," 128-132. 
22A.H. McDonald, "Rome and the Italian Confederation (200-186 BC)," Journal of Roman Studies 34, 

1/2 (1944), 26-27. 
23Ibid., 26-27. 
24Arnold J. Toynbee, Hannibal 's Legacy, Vol. II. (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), 387. 
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a release from social divisions, submerging their identities within the Bacchic group. 

Toynbee believed that "drunkenness and sexual licence certainly continued to be 

accompaniments of the Dionysiac cult," but he was less accepting of Livy's accusations 

of crimes, because centuries later Christians were accused of the same crimes.25

These views had already become somewhat outdated by the 1960s, partly because 

of the deciphering of Linear B tablets, which showed that Dionysus had long, deep roots 

in Greek culture. He was no newcomer from Thrace, and far from being a subversive 

alternative to the Olympian order, he was an integral part of it. The other watershed in 

Dionysiac historiography was Ivan Linforth's Arts of Orpheus, which virtually silenced 

the discourse on "Orphism." Linforth analyzed Greek sources referring to Orpheus in two 

sections — sources before 300 BC, and sources after 300 BC — and demonstrated that 

there was never a definable Orphic religion, and that there were no Orphic 

communities.26 Linforth did not end the Nietzschean paradigm, but he did burst the 

bubble of "Orphism," and, since then, scholars have been much more reluctant to argue 

that Orphism was a community of proto-Christians, or that Bacchic mysteries were 

subversive in opposition to the Apollonian order. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to resist the temptation to compare the Bacchanalian 

conspiracy of 186 BC with the persecutions of Christians during the Principate, and 

scholars have continued to do so. The "Orphic" cult of Dionysus is no longer viewed as a 

proto-Christianity, but the Bacchanalian conspiracy can be seen as an early stage of 

conflict between the imperial state and new, foreign cults.27 Scholars have debated 

whether, for example, in Pliny the Younger's letters to Trajan regarding Christians in his 

province, he used the Bacchanalian conspiracy as a prototype for approaching new 

25Ibid., 387-394. 
26Ivan Linforth, The Arts of Orpheus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1941), 266-267, 307-

356. 
27Georges Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, tr. Philip Krapp (Chicago & London: University 

of Chicago Press, 1966), 513-515. 
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foreign cults.28 There were significant differences — such as the fact that Dionysus was 

not outside, but integrated within, the general polytheistic ritual system, and the fact that 

mere membership was not enough to warrant execution during the persecution of the 

Bacchanals29 — yet North argued that the Bacchanalia aided the process of making 

religious persecution conceivable, because it offered its adherents membership into an 

alternative group. Before 186 BC, Rome had been quite tolerant of new foreign cults, 

because in a polytheistic system all that mattered to state interests was that state rituals be 

performed properly: there were no alternative systems to worry about, but great variation 

within one coherent system, so the state left private religion alone. In the Bacchanalia, 

however, the Romans encountered something rare — a group that existed for a solely 

religious purpose,3° and so, when they encountered later religious groups, the experiences 

of 186 BC provided a model, or precedent, for policy and rhetoric.3I

As with religious persecutions, we have a clear grasp of the long-term legal 

effects which the Bacchanalian conspiracy had on Rome's imperial control of its Italian 

allies, and this was the focus of some scholars in the last century. By 186 BC, Roman 

dominance over Italy was fully established, and was being strengthened by economic and 

legal integrations, which included a system for counteracting Italy-wide threats to public 

order, such as revolts, brigandage, and conspiracies: in particular, they created legal 

mechanisms to take control over the allies' domestic affairs in times of emergency, to 

suspend citizen rights, and to impose martial law in cities throughout Italy.32 In studies of 

Roman law and policy, the novelty and audacity of this approach has often been stressed, 

with 186 BC as the classic example.33 No less novel was the development of the quaestio 

28Pailler, Bacchanalia, 760. 
29R.A. Bauman, "The Suppression of the Bacchanals: Five Questions." Historia 39, 3 (1990), 342-343. 
"North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 85, 95-97; Olivia Robinson, The Criminal Law of 

Ancient Rome (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1995), 95. 
31Agnes A. Nagy, "Superstitio et Coniuratio," Numen 49, 2 (2002), 178. 
32McDonald, "Rome and the Italian Confederation," 11-27; H.H. Scullard, Roman Politics, 220-150 

BC (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 147. 
33Erich Gruen, Studies in Greek Culture and Roman Policy (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 42-47; Olivia 
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extra ordinem ("extraordinary investigation"), which some view as an internal extension 

of consular power over Roman citizens: people were condemned in absentia, and final 

sentencing did not have to be confirmed by a comitia ("assembly"). The quaestio extra 

ordinem was a departure from regular legal procedure that set patterns for future times of 

emergency.34 However, this question has not been settled, and Pailler, for example, has 

argued that the quaestio was only extra ordinem in the sense that the consuls were 

diverted from their usual duties of conducting wars, to deal with an internal war. Livy did 

not mention the Roman citizens' right of provocatio, but this does not mean that it was 

suspended.35

Another theme has been the way these extensions of state control, both internal 

and external, were justified by the developing use of the word coniuratio, which simply 

translated means "conspiracy," but has a broader sense of "oath" or "joining."36 In 

Postumius' speech in Livy's narrative, a contrast was drawn between coniuratio and 

sacramentum, the legitimate oath of loyaly by soldiers to their commander (39.1 5.1 3). 

Because of this, Victoria Emma Pagan argued that coniuratio, meaning an oath taken 

with a group of people toward a common purpose, had a "binary nature," for oaths sworn 

in secret had a dangerous potential of undermining the state.37 However, the word may 

not have been so strictly binary, because elsewhere, sacramentum was not usually used of 

non-military oaths, and coniuratio was never used of legitimate military oaths.38 Pailler, 

though, suggested that the consul drew this parallel to express his fear that young Roman 

Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy in Ancient Rome (London & New York: Routledge, 2007), 17-
19. 

34Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 347; Crime and Punishment in Ancient Rome (London & 
New York: Routledge, 1996), 17-22; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 40; Robinson, Penal 
Practice and Penal Policy, 18. 

35Pailler, Bacchanalia, 256-261. 
36con- is a basic suffix meaning "with" and iuro means "I swear or make an oath." 
37Victoria Emma Pagan, Conspiracy Narratives in Roman History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

2004), 11-14. Livy uses the word sacramentum to mean the soldiers' oath of loyalty at: 9.29; 10.4; 22.38; 
24.8; 25.5; 35.2; and 41.5. 

38John Briscoe, A Commentary of Livy, Books 38-40 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 276. 

8 

extra ordinem ("extraordinary investigation"), which some view as an internal extension 

of consular power over Roman citizens: people were condemned in absentia, and final 

sentencing did not have to be confirmed by a comitia ("assembly"). The quaestio extra 

ordinem was a departure from regular legal procedure that set patterns for future times of 

emergency.34 However, this question has not been settled, and Pailler, for example, has 

argued that the quaestio was only extra ordinem in the sense that the consuls were 

diverted from their usual duties of conducting wars, to deal with an internal war. Livy did 

not mention the Roman citizens' right of provocatio, but this does not mean that it was 

suspended.35 

Another theme has been the way these extensions of state control, both internal 

and external, were justified by the developing use of the word coniuratio, which simply 
i/j 

translated means "conspiracy," but has a broader sense of "oath" or "joining." In 

Postumius' speech in Livy's narrative, a contrast was drawn between coniuratio and 

sacramentum, the legitimate oath of loyaly by soldiers to their commander (39.15.13). 

Because of this, Victoria Emma Pagan argued that coniuratio, meaning an oath taken 

with a group of people toward a common purpose, had a "binary nature," for oaths sworn 

in secret had a dangerous potential of undermining the state. However, the word may 

not have been so strictly binary, because elsewhere, sacramentum was not usually used of 

non-military oaths, and coniuratio was never used of legitimate military oaths. Pailler, 

though, suggested that the consul drew this parallel to express his fear that young Roman 

Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy in Ancient Rome (London & New York: Routledge, 2007), 17-
19. 

34Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 347; Crime and Punishment in Ancient Rome (London & 
New York: Routledge, 1996), 17-22; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 40; Robinson, Penal 
Practice and Penal Policy, 18. 

35Pailler, Bacchanalia, 256-261. 
36con- is a basic suffix meaning "with" and iuro means "I swear or make an oath." 
37Victoria Emma Pagin, Conspiracy Narratives in Roman History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

2004), 11-14. Livy uses the word sacramentum to mean the soldiers' oath of loyalty at: 9.29; 10.4; 22.38; 
24.8; 25.5; 35.2; and 41.5. 

38John Briscoe, A Commentary of Livy, Books 38-40 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 276. 



9 

men, by taking an oath of loyalty to a rival organization, were escaping the control of the 

Quirites, the body of Roman citizens held together and protected by sacramentum.39 This 

contrasting of sacramentum and coniuratio emphasized the danger of allowing an 

alterum populum to arise, but coniuratio did not technically become a crime until the first 

century BC, so there was no existing law or precedent that the Senate could invoke." 

Indeed, Gruen suggested that this ambiguity was the very thing that allowed the Senate to 

take such extraordinary action.41

Legal analysis of the Bacchanalian conspiracy has shown 186 BC to have been a 

landmark for understanding developments in Roman criminal law, but few scholars 

would venture to assert that there was actually a conspiracy against the state. However, 

for various reasons, especially the fact that debauchery, forgery, poison and murder were 

not staples of Bacchic practice, this question has received little attention. H.H. Scullard 

proposed that the persecution was a response to a threat to public order, as "a wave of 

crime and licence" spread with the rites; so, in the sense that the Bacchae threatened 

public order, there was a conspiracy.42 R.A. Bauman took this suggestion further, 

questioning whether there was a connection between the Bacchanalian conspiracy and 

other cases of poisoning and brigandage in Italy in the 180s BC. Perhaps there was a 

criminal organization that had attached itself to a Bacchic organization, and was using 

forged wills to funnel the wealth of poisoned victims into a common fund.43 There is not 

enough evidence to prove or disprove such a claim, so scholars are cautious, and a typical 

admission is that "some Bacchants might have been criminals ... but certainly not all of 

them."'" Therein lies the central debate concerning the events of 186 BC: if there was not 

39Pailler, Bacchanalia, 548-563. 
° Pagan, Conspiracy Narratives, 54 
41Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 73. 
42Scullard, Roman Politics, 147-155. 
43R. A. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome (London & New York: Routledge, 1992), 37-40. 
"Sarolta A. Takacs, "Politics and Religion in the Bacchanalian Affair of 186 BCE," Harvard Studies in 

Classical Philology 100 (2000), 306. 
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a conspiracy, then why did the Senate act the way they did? Modem scholarship has been 

productive in explaining the legal effects of the Senate's response to the Bacchanalia, but 

has never been totally settled on the cause. 

One suggestion is that it was the result of political rivalries, and it has sometimes 

been assumed that this indicates an anti-Hellenist, Cato-led movement designed, in part, 

as a moralistic campaign against the Scipios. Cato and Scipio represented two opposing 

ends of the spectrum of Roman opinion on Hellenism, and were bitter rivals who led 

opposing factions,45 but Gruen doubts the importance of factional rivalries in 186 BC, 

arguing that although one word, precem (prayer, entreaty), survives in a speech by Cato, 

this has been the subject of "excessive speculation," because Livy's text mentions no 

voice of opposition to the investigation into the Bacchanals.46 In support of this, Pailler 

has argued that the names on the SC de Bacchanalibus represented a cross-section of 

different factions, which contradicts the notion that the Catonian faction was using the 

suppression against their rivals. Indeed, attempts to attribute the suppression to Cato tend 

to ignore Postumius, whose actions were undoubtedly the driving force of the 

persecution.47

In the roles of Postumius and his informer, Aebutius, can be seen a more likely 

possibility for political motivation, because the two individuals responsible for founding 

the temple of Ceres, Liber and Libera on the Aventine in 496 BC were members of the 

same two families, the Postumii and Aebutii. Naturally, their descendants would wish to 

preserve the stability and prestige of the temple founded by their families, and the 

suppression of rival Bacchic organizations benefited them personally. Perhaps Postumius 

canvassed against the Bacchanals during his election campaign, and the suppression 

45Scullard, Roman Politics, 100-112, 154-155; Adrien Bruhl, Liber Pater (Paris: Boccard, 1953), 115. 
46Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 56. 
47Pailler, Bacchanalia, 147-149. 
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same two families, the Postumii and Aebutii. Naturally, their descendants would wish to 

preserve the stability and prestige of the temple founded by their families, and the 

suppression of rival Bacchic organizations benefited them personally. Perhaps Postumius 

canvassed against the Bacchanals during his election campaign, and the suppression 

45Scullard, Roman Politics, 100-112, 154-155; Adrien Bruhl, Liber Pater (Paris: Boccard, 1953), 115. 
46Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 56. 
47Pailler, Bacchanalia, 147-149. 
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caused the political fortunes of the Aebutii to improve.48 There is some support for this 

conjecture in the fact that there were five Aebutii who were magistrates between 499 and 

435 BC, and six between 178 and 89 BC, but none between 435 and 178 BC.49 This 

correlates with the theory that Postumius and Aebutius conspired to suppress the 

Bacchanalia for the sake of political advantage, but Pailler argued that the political 

successes of the Aebutii were "sporadic" at best, both before and after 186 BC.5° Neither 

can this fully explain 186 BC, for they would have needed sufficient support from the 

Senate and populus for the suppression to be successful. 

One explanation is that the suppression was, in part, a conservative reaction 

against foreign cults, but this can only be a supporting argument, and it accords too 

closely with Livy's moralistic interpretation. Adrien Bruhl believed the events were a 

clash between "la conception legaliste romaine de la religion et des tendances mystiques 

individualistes greco-orientales,"51 and Georges Durnezil suggested that since the SC de 

Bacchanalibus was drafted in the temple of the war-goddess Bellona, the decrees were an 

act of moral war.52 Ramsay MacMullen viewed the events as a reaction by older senators, 

who were worried that the luxuria and licentia of Bacchic feasts would "destroy" the 

"manhood" of the younger generation.53 To whatever extent anti-Hellenism motivated the 

Senate's reaction, the latest generation of scholars has increasingly pointed out that the 

Romans were generally tolerant of foreign cults. North referred to 186 BC as the Roman 

Republic's "greatest exception" to religious toleration,54 and Gruen argued that it 

"violates" the evidence to say that they reacted to an ecstatic cult, because "the negative 

48Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 345-348; Robert Rousselle, "Persons in Livy's Account of 
the Bacchic Persecution," Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History 5 (1989), 63. 

491.R. Broughton, Magistrates of the Roman Republic, Vol. II (New York: American Philological 
Association, 1951), 525. 

"Pallier, Bacchanalia, 359. 
51Bruh1, Liber Pater, 116. 
52Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, 390. 
53Ramsay MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans (2nd Century BC)," Historia 40, 4 (1991), 430-438. 
54North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 86-87. 
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image and dubious reputation existed for an indefinite period without persecution."55

Indeed, as the third chapter of this thesis will demonstrate,56 there was a series of foreign 

cults that were officially accepted by the Roman state in the third century BC, including a 

healing temple of Aesculapius, the Greek rites of Ceres, and the Magna Mater from Asia 

Minor. To this we could add that the Bacchanalia itself did eventually receive official 

acceptance, because the SC de Bacchanalibus, decreed after the consuls' investigation in 

186 BC, was an act of assimilation, not persecution, of a foreign cult. Therefore, the 

foreignness of the cult is not enough to explain why there was a persecution that year. 

Other partial explanations have been offered by studies of how gender and class 

affected the Bacchanalian affair. Clearly the involvement of women was not the reason 

for the persecution, for women were traditionally the participants of Bacchic mysteries.57

To the contrary, it was the fact that men were introduced into women's rituals that was 

shocking to senators, not only in the sense of immoral behaviour at nocturnal gatherings, 

but also, and, more importantly, the submission of men to a structure that was alternative 

to the state and led by women.58 Deborah Lyons points to the sense of "gender betrayal," 

and describe 186 BC as a "crisis of masculinity."59 Another approach to gender is Victoria 

Emma Pagan's study of the "representations of women" in Livy's passage. Hispala, a 

courtesan and former slave, was in an anomalous and liminal position: in the best place to 

get information about the conspiracy because of her low, disreputable status, but the best 

candidate for exposing the conspiracy because of her virtue." 

Hispala was the only slave mentioned in the narrative (and even then, a former 

slave who had accompanied her upper-class matron to Bacchic rites), despite the 

55Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 48-51. Emphasis his. 
56See pages 53-60. 
57Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 61. 
58Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome, 35-37; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, Vol. I, 96. 
59Deborah Lyons, "The Scandal of Women's Ritual," in Finding Persephone, eds. M. Parca & A. 

Tzanetou (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 40. 
69Pagan, Conspiracy Narratives, 16-19. 
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assumption of some scholars that most members of the cult were citizens from the lower 

classes, allies and slaves, connected to one another in social protest.6I This interpretation 

fits the view that the Bacchanalia were a subversive religion, but it does not fit the 

evidence. The ringleaders listed by Livy were from notable families within their Italian 

towns,62 and because the courts were delayed in trying the conspirators, some of the 

people missing from the trials must have been from the upper classes.63 North suggested 

that although the bulk of membership was women and lower-class men, the leadership 

was a small group of upper-class men, because the Bacchanals cut across the boundaries 

of Italian social life, including citizen and foreigner, male and female, slave and free.64

The excavation of a Bacchic sanctuary at Bolsena supports the notion that in Etruria, the 

Bacchanals were an upper-class affair, in which the priests and priestesses came from the 

same groups that dominated local political affairs.65

The fact that the Bacchanals included both men and women of multiple statuses 

may have contributed to the image of the cult as subversive. This was reported to have 

been a recent innovation, and only one of the innovations introduced by the Campanian 

priestess Paculla Annia, so scholars have found significant grounds for citing religious 

innovation as one of the reasons for the persecution,66 and the SC de Bacchanalibus does 

make it clear that if any religious innovation concerned the Senate, it was the change in 

the administrative structure of the cult of Dionysus.67 The inscription limited the number 

of practitioners to five, and forbade common funds, but almost entirely disregarded ritual 

61Frank, "Bacchanalian Cult," 128-129; Toynbee, Hannibal's Legacy, 390. Bauman (Women and 
Politics in Ancient Rome, 37) and Gruen (Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 57-60) pointed out the error of 
the argument that the Roman Bacchae were slaves. 

62Talcacs, "Politics and Religion," 309. 
63Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy, 19. 
64North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 94-95. 
65Pailler, Bacchanalia, 517. 
66Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 338, 347; North, "Religious toleration in Republican 

Rome," 89-90; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 51-53; Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal 
Policy, 14. 

Beard, et al, Religions of Rome, 95. 

13 

assumption of some scholars that most members of the cult were citizens from the lower 

classes, allies and slaves, connected to one another in social protest.61 This interpretation 

fits the view that the Bacchanalia were a subversive religion, but it does not fit the 

evidence. The ringleaders listed by Livy were from notable families within their Italian 

towns,62 and because the courts were delayed in trying the conspirators, some of the 

people missing from the trials must have been from the upper classes. North suggested 

that although the bulk of membership was women and lower-class men, the leadership 

was a small group of upper-class men, because the Bacchanals cut across the boundaries 

of Italian social life, including citizen and foreigner, male and female, slave and free.64 

The excavation of a Bacchic sanctuary at Bolsena supports the notion that in Etruria, the 

Bacchanals were an upper-class affair, in which the priests and priestesses came from the 

same groups that dominated local political affairs.65 

The fact that the Bacchanals included both men and women of multiple statuses 

may have contributed to the image of the cult as subversive. This was reported to have 

been a recent innovation, and only one of the innovations introduced by the Campanian 

priestess Paculla Annia, so scholars have found significant grounds for citing religious 

innovation as one of the reasons for the persecution,66 and the SC de Bacchanalibus does 

make it clear that if any religious innovation concerned the Senate, it was the change in 

the administrative structure of the cult of Dionysus.67 The inscription limited the number 

of practitioners to five, and forbade common funds, but almost entirely disregarded ritual 

6lFrank, "Bacchanalian Cult," 128-129; Toynbee, Hannibal's Legacy, 390. Bauman (Women and 
Politics in Ancient Rome, 37) and Gruen (Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 57-60) pointed out the error of 
the argument that the Roman Bacchae were slaves. 

6 Tak&cs, "Politics and Religion," 309. 
63Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy, 19. 
^North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 94-95. 
65Pailler, Bacchanalia, 517. 
bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 338, 347; North, "Religious toleration in Republican 

Rome," 89-90; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 51-53; Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal 
Policy, 14. 

7Beard, et al, Religions of Rome, 95. 



14 

practice; most importantly, however, it forbade people from taking oaths with other 

members (lines 21-24). North contrasted the structure of the Bacchic cult with Italian 

collegia, such as merchant collegia that sacrificed at shrines to Hercules, but were 

primarily merchant organizations. Members of the Bacchic group, on the other hand, 

swore oaths of loyalty to an autonomous structure that existed for no other reason than to 

practice Bacchic rites.68 The central point about the structure of the Bacchanalia that has 

emerged is that it was an independent organization that existed outside the sphere of state 

control. Increasingly, the consensus has pointed to the alterum populum of the 

Bacchanalia as the reason for the suppression. However, this still does not explain why 

the persecution was so harsh and why it happened in 186 BC.69

One possible explanation is that the persecution was an exercise of state control, 

in which the Senate demonstrated its dominance over the religious affairs of its allies, in 

order to minimize the potential of a political threat. Typically, Rome freely accepted new 

cults and religious innovations, as long as they did not interfere with public cult, but 

toward the end of the third century BC, the Senate took steps to strengthen its control 

over religious matters. Such measures were always taken on a case-by-case basis with no 

predetermined guidelines delineating what was acceptable and what was not, except that 

the only way new cults could be made legitimate was by submitting to senatorial 

control." What offended senators on this occasion was that the Bacchic cult had not done 

this, so Sarolta Takacs concluded that moral and religious scruples were presented as a 

"smoke-screen" to justify the Senate's actions.7I Several factors may support this: after a 

series of wars with Carthage and Hellenistic kingdoms, Rome was turning its attention 

68North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 90-98. This argument can be qualified by 
accepting Bauman's point that membership was not in and of itself enough to secure a conviction in 186 BC 
(Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 342-343), and JOrg Ri1pke's observation that cult membership 
was typically loose in mystery organizations (RUpke, Religion of the Romans, 18-20). 

69Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 54-55. 
79Rilpke, Religion of the Romans, 33-35; Talcacs, "Politics and Religion," 302. 
71Talcacs, "Politics and Religion," 310. 
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toward consolidating its control over Italy and the west;72 if women were the only ones 

allowed to be priests, then there could be no political threat because women had no 

political power;73 and the application process on the SC de Bacchanalibus, which 

required the approval of a praetor and a hundred senators, appears to have been 

intentionally difficult for practitioners, thereby increasing the Senate's control over the 

cult after 186 BC.74 The sources do not indicate the specific political objectives of the 

cult — maybe it was the plebeians rallying at the Aventine, or maybe there were no 

political objectives at all — but the state did wish to assert its control, and it was aided in 

this by the legal ambiguity of coniuratio itself, which allowed a flexible range of 

application.75 The desire for state control was enough to convince the Senate to assimilate 

the cult, but this is not sufficient for explaining the persecution, for in other cases, state 

control was exerted without executions; in order for a persecution to be justified, they 

must have perceived a threat to the stability of the state. 

Erich Gruen offered a possibility that some scholars have begun to pick up on: the 

real conspiracy was not committed by Bacchic initiates, but by those most interested in 

subduing the cult. Livy's account of Aebutius and Hispala acting as informants has 

always been questioned as nothing more than a literary romance, with little or no 

historical value, while his claims of crime and immorality are widely seen as rhetorical 

exaggerations. Gruen suggested that these were indeed fabrications: not by Livy, and not 

even by his sources, but by Postumius and Aebutius themselves. It was a "staged 

operation," in which the consuls came to the people with an "arresting tale" to gather 

support for their actions: the "drama of unexpected discovery," the "lurid secrets of an 

alien sect," and the characterization of private mystery cults as conspiracies. Gruen 

argued that "by blackening the cult and magnifying its threat to society," Postumius used 

72Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 65-66. 
73Talcacs, "Politics and Religion," 307-308. 
74Bruhl, Liber Pater, 105; North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 91. 
75Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 47, 72-73. 
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the Bacchae as "serviceable targets" because of their general reputation as "revellers, 

fanatics, and madmen."76 Olivia Robinson has used stronger language, suggesting that 

"the affair was rigged" by the Senate creating "crime" when it was "expedient."77

According to this argument, the immorality of foreign cults, the scandalous innovations, 

the structure that countered the state, and the threat of conspiracy were all conjured by 

Postumius and Aebutius to justify an assertion not only of the Senate's control over 

religious matters in Rome and Italy, but also of their own personal control of the public 

cult of Ceres, Liber and Libera, which had been founded by members of their families. 

If this was the case, then Livy's moralistic interpretation of the events would 

certainly not have been his own invention, but an extension of the rhetoric that drove the 

events themselves. On the literary side of scholarly analysis, there is no question that 

Livy's intention was to "blacken everything" about the cult in order to justify the Senate's 

actions.78 His narrative may not reflect the events as they happened, but it is useful for 

understanding "senatorial propaganda" that was contemporary to Livy's time.79 Above 

all, the romance of Aebutius and Hispala has been questioned as "fantastic,"8° an 

"exercise in historical fiction,"81 and a "soap opera,"82 and some elements in the story are 

similar to the themes and conventions of New Comedy, so one suggestion is that the story 

came through a play written after the events, was recorded as fact by an annalist, and was 

transmitted to Livy in that manner.83

This has led some authors to set aside the question of historicity in Livy's 

narrative in favour of literary analysis. Adele Scafuro offered a literary analysis of the 

76lbid., 64-78. 
77Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy, 27-28. 
78Ibid., 9, 16. 
'North, "Religious toleration in Republican Rome," 87. 
"Frank, "Bacchanalian Cult," 130. 
81Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome, 35. 
82P.G. Walsh, "Making a Drama out of a Crisis: Livy on the Bacchanalia." Greece & Rome, 2nd Ser. 43, 

2 (Oct. 1996), 202. 
83Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy, 15. 
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"comic elements" of the Hispala narrative, which she viewed as showing influence from 

New Comedy.84 P.G. Walsh looked at the structure of the narrative, splitting it into five 

acts and pointing out dramatic motifs and "dubious features."85 Hispala was featured in 

Pagan's analysis of "the way conspiracies are portrayed" in Roman literature.86 She 

argued that in Sallust, Livy and Tacitus, the "rhetoric of conspiracy" contributed to a 

"strategy of containment," so the narratives "both contain fear and deter future attempts 

at revolution."87 By showing the exposure and destruction of the conspiracy, Livy assured 

the reader that it was contained, and warned against future conspiracies. However, these 

characters were not fictional, as Robert Rousselle demonstrated by studying the names in 

the narrative. He found that there are records of most of the characters' names, and 

concluded that this substantiated the existence of each of them.88 The events of 186 BC 

were more than an episode in New Comedy. 

In general, though this substantial literature has explained much, and valuable 

arguments have been offered to explain the reasons for the persecutions, very little 

attention, especially in the English scholarship, has been paid to explaining the nature of 

the Bacchic rites. In contrast, Pailler has discussed the religious aspects of the affair at 

length in a French monograph, emphasizing muliple explanations. Referring to Livy's 

statement that "to consider nothing nefas [either morally wrong or forbidden by the 

gods], this was the highest form of religion among them,"89 he has pointed to the shocked 

reaction of Romans to the idea of religion without nefas.9° He has discussed 

archaeological evidence in Etruria and Campania, including a Bacchic sanctuary that was 

destroyed at about the same time as the suppression, and has argued that the affair cannot 

"Adele Scafuro, "Livy's Comic Narrative of the Bacchanalia," Helios 16 (1989), 119-137. 
85Walsh, "Making a Drama out of a Crisis," 190-198. 
86Pagan, Conspiracy Narratives, 15. 
871bid., 6. 
88Rousselle, "Persons in Livy's Account," 57-65. 
89Livy 39.13.11. 
"Pallier, Bacchanalia, 204-210. 
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be separated from Roman relations with these regions, which were on shaky diplomatic 

ground in the aftermath of the Second Punic War.9' This suggests that there was a mixture 

of both political and religious considerations that the Senate took into account. One 

reason why, in most accounts, the religious aspects have received only secondary 

attention is that Livy has often been assumed to be a biased, unreliable author. However, 

upon closer analysis of Livy's Ab Urbe Condita as a whole, it should become clear that 

Livy was not altogether unreliable, and that his biases did not always translate into 

blatant fabrications. Therefore, the question is not whether we should trust Livy, but 

where we should trust him and where we should not. The next chapter seeks to place 

Livy's Ab Urbe Condita within its historiographic context, in order to determine a 

suitable methodology for extracting information about the Bacchanalia from the text. 

911bid., 821-822. 
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2. LIVY AND HIS HISTORY 

Inevitably, because it was based on late annalistic sources and framed within an 

overall moral argument, a study of Livy's account of the Bacchanalia raises the question 

of how much we can trust his narrative. The two most important strands of research on 

Livy have taken the forms of source criticism, which has sought to uncover his sources, 

and literary analysis, which has focused on the way he structured his moral argument. 

Through source criticism, the view emerged that Livy copied his sources uncritically, 

never thinking beyond the episode he was writing. Concentrating on individual episodes, 

many scholars paid little attention to the structure of his work as a whole, so the 

prevailing view was that Livy was valuable only as a set of moral anecdotes.' The literary 

approach came from the opposite direction, adopted by scholars who valued Livy for his 

style. They analyzed the dramatic motifs he used to affect his readers and to teach moral 

lessons. Source criticism and literary criticism, though asking different questions, were 

similar because they concentrated on individual episodes, but ignored the grander 

structures of Livy's work.2

T.J. Luce filled this gap by looking at how Livy organized his history as a whole. 

Luce challenged source criticism by demonstrating that major events were organized into 

books and pentads (e.g., books 31-35 are mainly about the Second Macedonian War).3

Gary Miles credited Luce with showing that Livy had a sense of historical change, and 

studied the way Livy conceptualized Roman history. He argued that Livy's narratives 

were not unrelated morality tales, but were organized around coherent and original 

principles. Miles believed that critics had "missed the point" of Livy's "focus on [Roman] 

IP.G. Walsh, Livy: His Historical Aims and Methods (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 
287; T.J. Luce, Livy: The Composition of His History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), xv, 
25, 189-190. The importance of Walsh's work, according to Luce, is that he summarized the results of 
source criticism. 

2Walsh, Livy, 178-181; Luce, Livy, xvi-xvii. Gary B. Miles, Livy: Reconstructing Early Rome (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 1. 

3Luce, Livy, xv-xviii, 189-190. 
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identity," for Livy's goal was not to record an accurate record of events, but to reveal "the 

character of the historical tradition itself, the collective memory of the Roman people."4

While such a move away from source and literary criticism was useful, it might be more 

accurate to say that Ab Urbe Condita is an accurate portrayal of Roman identity, rather 

than that Livy himself was interested first and foremost with Roman identity. 

While making a moral point, and at the same time trying to tell an accurate story, 

Livy was more conscientious about his use of sources and less extravagant in his use of 

literary techniques than some critics have been willing to admit. These same critics 

recognize that Livy should not be judged by the standards of modern historiography, but 

by the historiographic tradition of which he was a part. This does not mean, however, that 

his work was without weaknesses and errors. For example, scholars have correctly noted 

Livy's lack of expertise in geography, military matters and government, and have seen 

this to mean that he was oblivious to historical change and idealized his portrayal of the 

Senate.5 Despite these limitations, it is an equal fallacy to be overly sceptical of Livy as it 

is to take him at face value. What is needed is not a critical dismissal of his history, but a 

careful methodology that takes into account Livy's place within the historiographic 

traditions of historians in Republican Rome. For this reason, a review of early Roman 

historiography would be helpful. 

Horace's famous statement that "captive Greece captured its iron captor and 

brought the rustic arts into Latium"6 is somewhat misleading, since Greek culture had 

clearly been established in Italy long before Rome conquered Greece, but Horace was not 

entirely wrong, since his main point was that the Romans did not develop a literature 

until centuries after the Greeks.? The earliest literary references to events in Rome were 

4Miles, Livy, 4-5, 19, 55-74, 220. 
5Luce, Livy, xx-xxv; Walsh, Livy, 157-166. 
6Horace, Epistles 2.1.156-157. 
'Horace, Epistles 2.1.160-167; T.P. Wiseman, "The Prehistory of Roman Historiography," in A 

Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography, ed. J. Marincola (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2007), 67-68. 
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found in Greek sources, such as Heracleides of Pontus, who in the fourth century BC 

referred to Rome as "a Greek city."8 When the legends of Rome's Trojan origin emerged 

in the fourth century BC, the Greeks were not unaware of these legends, and may even 

have contributed to them.9 Although there were only passing mentions of Rome in early 

Greek literature, T.P. Wiseman has suggested that by the third century BC, the "main 

outlines" of Roman history were formed, and he has questioned how this might have 

been done before Rome had a developed literature of its own.1°

Wiseman suggested three sorts of activities which created and preserved 

communal cultural memory: oral traditions, monuments, and dramatic performances. 

Oral traditions in the form of stories told by bards at banquets preserved the deeds of 

ancestors in prominent families." Cicero mentioned "trophies of honour" as well —

displayed especially at funerals to demonstrate the "past glories" or "noble origins" of 

families — though he recognized that "by these laudatory speeches our history has become 

quite distorted."12 Livy was well aware of this, and questioned early events, in one place 

admitting that confusion had resulted from "funeral eulogies" and "false inscriptions on 

portraits, while each family ascribes to itself the fame of achievements and 

magistracies."I3 Another source for early events was inscriptions on monuments and in 

temples, which were not only unreliable, but also, in some cases, so archaic that even 

ancient authors had trouble interpreting them,14 and there were several places in Livy's 

work where he cited monuments as evidence, at times using a monument as evidence for 

the veracity of an account,I5 and at other times, questioning the veracity of an account 

8Plutarch, Camillus 22.2-3. Heracleides' work is no longer extant. 
91.P. Wiseman, Historiography and Imagination (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1994), 13-14. 

Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 12-20. 
I°T.P. Wiseman, Unwritten Rome (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2008), 235. 
"Wiseman, "Prehistory of Roman Historiography," 71; Unwritten Rome, 14-17; Valerius Maximus 

2.1.10. 
"Cicero, Brutus 15.62. See also Propertius, Elegies 4.11.29-30. 
"Livy 8.40.1-5. 
"Wiseman, Historiography and Imagination, 38-39; Unwritten Rome, 10. 
"Livy 2.40.10-12; 4.20.5-11; 6.29.8-9; 23.19.18; 41.28.8-10. 
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because of people's tendency to exaggerate in inscriptions.I6 Lastly, there were dramatic 

performances, called fabulae praetextae, another unreliable oral tradition. Wiseman 

pointed to the ludi Romani, beginning by the fifth century BC, as the first major festival 

where Roman identity was developed through pre-literary public dramas,17 and as this 

form evolved, ludi became the primary venues where the Roman people were taught 

history and morality, and these stories became the focus of the first literary plays after 

240 BC, such as The Sabine Women by Ennius, and Romulus by Naevius.I8 Pausanias 

later accused the masses of saying many things that were not true, because they 

"considered trustworthy whatever they heard from childhood in choruses and 

tragedies,"19 and Livy expressed disbelief in one episode which was "more suitable to be 

displayed on the stage, which delights in wonders, than to be believed."20

The outlines of early Roman history were developed through oral traditions, 

inscriptions, and pre-literary dramatic performances, and were transmitted to written 

history through the first generations of annalists, long before Livy was born. Livy drew 

from these annalistic sources, but did not transmit them uncritically, admitting his own 

doubts about stories of great antiquity in several passages.21 There are good reasons to 

suspect many of the early legends in Livy's narrative, as he himself did, but this mainly 

applies to the first pentad, and at the beginning of book 6, he compared the events of the 

first pentad to things which "from a great distance can scarcely be seen," but promised 

the reader that book 6 would be "clearer and more certain."22 And certainly, despite the 

dramatic motifs of the Hispala narrative, Livy's account of this part of the Bacchanalian 

16Livy 4.34.6-7; 8.40.1-5. 
17Wiseman, Historiography and Imagination, 5-16, 72; Unwritten Rome, 123. By 300 BC, such 

dramatic performances could be seen at ludi plebii, ludi Cereales, and ludi Liberates. 
18Ennius, The Sabine Women fr. 379-380; Naevius, fr. 2-3. 
19Pausanias 1.3.3. 
20Livy 5.21.8-9. 
21Livy Pr. 6-9; 1.1.1; 2.21.4; 3.5.12-13; 5.21.8-9; 6.1.1-3; 7.6.6. 
22Livy 6.1.1-3. He also says that what records they did have were destroyed when the Gauls burned the 

city in c. 390 BC. 
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conspiracy should not be dismissed as a fabula praetexta, since these events occurred in a 

later period, when the Romans kept public records and were already developing a 

tradition of literary history. 

Writing in the first century AD, Valerius Maximus claimed that "for many 

centuries no senator disclosed the secret councils of the patres conscripti."23 This had 

helped the patricians maintain control, but it did not contribute to reliable histories in the 

early periods. Nonetheless, the practice of writing history in Rome had begun as early as 

the fourth century BC with the tabulae pontificum. As Cicero described it, the pontifex 

maximus "used to commit to writing all the events of a single year, and record them on a 

white surface, and post up the tablet at his house."24 These were eventually collected into 

scrolls as the annales maximi, and are generally recognized to have been reliable after 

300 BC, but problematic before then.25 By the Late Republic, there were also other types 

of primary documents which historians could consult, such as magistrates' lists at the 

temple of Juno Moneta, and senatus consulta preserved in the aerarium on the Aventine. 

And, of course, there were private archives, kept by prominent families, which had 

valuable information but were plagued with partisan bias.26 These sources were merely 

supplementary, however, and the year-by-year account of the annales maximi, revered as 

priestly documents, became the backbone of Roman historiography, with the result that 

Romans who wrote history, including Livy, typically followed the structure of recording 

events one year at a time.27 Livy did not personally consult these records, but he was 

aware that his sources had done so, and transmitted this information meticulously.28

The first literary histories of Rome were more than simple transmissions of the 

23Valerius Maximus 2.2.1. 
24Cicero, De Oratore 2.12.52-53. 
25Walsh, Livy, 30-31, 110-112; Wiseman, "Prehistory of Roman Historiography," 70. 
26Walsh, Livy, 31-37, 111-112. 
27Hans Beck, "The Early Roman Tradition," in Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography, 265. 
28Walsh, Livy, 112; Livy 4.20.5-11; 6.1.1-3. He also expressed a greater degree of certainty with events 

that occurred after the evolution of the annales maximi. 
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information on the annales maximi, for historical writing had not yet been divorced from 

the art of poetry. Naevius and Ennius, both living in the late third century BC, wrote their 

histories in the form of epic poetry, and Ennius was the first to use the annalistic 

method.29 The first prose history of Rome, by Q. Fabius Pictor, also followed an 

annalistic format, and he and his immediate successors transformed the writing of history 

into a unique genre in Roman literature, but one that gained a reputation for dryness.3°

Although Livy valued Pictor as the "most ancient of vvriters,"31 Cicero was critical of 

such "lifeless" authors, "who do not understand the adornment of oratory," but Cicero 

wrote within a tradition that had evolved to embrace forms from the rhetorical literary 

tradition.32

Cato the Elder had been the first Latin author to develop this link between history 

and oratory, and was the first Latin orator who published his speeches.33 Both Cicero and 

Livy had read Cato's speeches and spoke highly of them,34 which provides evidence that 

despite its origin in poetry, history operated on different principles. The standard of 

history was "truth" and the standard in poetry was "pleasure," according to Cicero,35 who 

linked history closely with oratory, arguing that it takes an orator "of supreme ability" to 

write good history36 in a style that should be "fluent and flowing."37 Quintilian, who 

wrote in the next century, had a different view: valuing the role of oratory in history, but 

also believing that historical narrative could be "regarded as a kind of prose poem," 

29Naevius wrote the stories of Aeneas and Romulus, and followed the history of Rome to the First 
Punic War, in which he had fought. Ennius' Annales covered Roman history from its foundation to his own 
time. See: C.S. Kraus & A.J. Woodman, Latin Historians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 5; John 
Marincola, Authority and Tradition in Ancient Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997), 26. 

30Walsh, Livy, 118-119; Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 26. 
3ILivy 1.44.2; cf. 2.40.10-12. 
32Cicero, De Oratore 2.12.52-53; De Legibus 1.2.6; Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 13-14. 
33Cicero, Brutus 15.61; Walsh, Livy, 29. 
34Cicero, Brutus 15.65-70; Livy 38.54.11; 45.25.3. 
35Cicero, De Legibus 1.1.5. 
36C icero, De Oratore 2.12.51. 
37Cicero, De Oratore 2.15.64. 
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30Walsh, Livy, 118-119; Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 26. 
31Livy 1.44.2; cf. 2.40.10-12. 
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because it used methods that should "be avoided by the orator," such as "unusual words" 

and "freer figures."38 Livy was closer to Cicero's view, but the difference was subtle. 

Between the dry but reliable record of the annales maximi and the pleasing but unreliable 

narratives of poetry, oratory provided a middle ground within which historians after Cato 

could combine analysis with style, using rhetoric as a linguistic model for smooth, 

flowing Latin prose. 

Influenced by Hellenistic traditions, the second generation of Roman historians, 

including such authors as Aulus Postumius Albinus and Lucius Calpurnius Piso (mid-

second century BC), were mainly concerned with improving the narrative, in order to 

widen their audience and establish a distinct Roman identity within the Hellenized 

world.39 Cicero credited Coelius Antipater with imparting to Roman historiography a 

"richer tone."40 These historians improved the literary quality of Latin history, but the 

third generation of annalists (early first century BC) embellished their narratives by 

changing details and filling in gaps by conjecture.41 Quintus Claudius Quadrigarius, 

Valerius Antias and Gaius Licinius Macer were late annalists who were known for having 

fabricated episodes according to theatrical performances, epic forms, and their own 

particular biases.42 Livy, their successor, at times was led to error by these authors, but he 

was more critical in his use of late annalists than appears at first glance. 

In the late first century BC, Latin historiography achieved a new level of maturity 

through authors such as Caesar and Sallust. Caesar wrote self-aggrandizing narratives of 

his own campaigns in third person, and Sallust's Bellum Catilinae, while not so biased, 

was also about events that had occurred while he was active in public life, though not 

38Quintilian, Institutio Oratia 10.1.31. 
39Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 2, 80; Beck, "Early Roman Tradition," 263; Walsh, Livy, 29, 119. 

Piso was also the first to attempt to pinpoint the beginning of Rome's moral decline, a thesis that would be 
expanded by later authors. 

40Cicero, De Oratore 2.12.54. 
41Walsh, Livy, 31; Wiseman, Unwritten Rome, 14-15. 
42Beck, "Early Roman Tradition," 264; Walsh, Livy, 115-121; D.S. Levine, "Roman Historiography in 

the Late Republic," in Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography, 279. 
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events in which he was an important participant. Like most of their predecessors, these 

authors were senators, which accorded with the belief of ancient authors that 

eyewitnesses and experience were of primary importance in writing history.43 History 

was believed to have practical value as instruction for statesmen, so it was ideally written 

by people with extensive political and military experience.'" This was the view of 

Polybius, an experienced statesman who was critical of writers who lacked military 

expertise, believing it impossible for them to "write well about what happens in war," and 

he applied the same belief to political events.45 He believed that history "written by 

students of books" was an "unprofitable treatment,"46 and people who had not 

experienced the events they recorded could not "cause true interest to those hearing."47

Caesar and Sallust came closer to the standards exemplified by Polybius than 

many of their predecessors, but Sallust's emphasis shifted from practical utility to moral 

instruction, and it was in this characteristic that he was most often compared with Livy.48 

Livy is viewed as the culmination of both the annalistic structure and the moralistic 

interpretation of Rome's decline from ancient mores,'" and his history was built around a 

patriotic bias that considered the Romans the "foremost people in the world."50 He 

43Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 76-77; Walsh, Livy, 20. 
44Walsh, Livy, 22-23, 43; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 11.1.4. 
43Polybius 12.25.gl. 
44Polybius 12.25.g.2. 
47Polybius 12.25.h.4. 
48Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 29, 140; Quintilian, Institutio Oratia 10.1.101-102. Bellum 

Catilinae began with a long introduction that described the decline of morals which Sallust believed had 
occurred in the Late Republic, and in doing so, he framed his narrative within an argument about the moral 
issues that had led to the conspiracy (Sallust, Bellum Catilinae 1-13). Livy's Ab Urbe Condita also stressed 
Rome's moral decline, but it was not simply a copy of Sallust's interpretation. In fact, Luce believed that 
Livy and Sallust represented two schools of thought: Sallust thought Rome's moral decline began in 146 
BC, and was caused by the need of an external enemy, while Livy thought it began in 187 BC, and was 
caused by foreign influences (Luce, Livy, 250-291). D.S. Levine argued that the "dichotomy between them 
is often drawn far too starkly," for the overriding theme of both was moral decline (Levine, "Roman 
Historiography in the Late Republic," 280-283). Perhaps Luce's idea of two schools was overly schematic; 
although Livy and Sallust differed on the details, they agreed that moral decline had led to the end of the 
Republic. 

49Beck, "Early Roman Tradition," 265; Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 140. 
5°Livy Pr. 3. 
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asserted that "no state was ever greater, none more pious or richer in good examples, 

none where avarice and luxury came into the city so late, or where poverty and frugality 

had such honour and for such a long time."51 Livy was convinced that the early Romans 

were superior in morals, religion, and virtue. His heroic subject was the city of Rome 

itself, and he made no attempt to hide his pro-Roman bias. He was highly critical of other 

groups, such as the Greeks and Carthaginians, describing their moral degeneracy 

compared to Roman mores. After narrating the Battle of Cannae (216 BC), Livy boldly 

stated that "certainly there was no other people who would not have been overwhelmed 

by such a weight of disaster."52

Because of this, scholars have criticized him for his uncritical patriotism and 

idealized portrayal of the Senate, saying that he was oblivious to historical change, and 

viewed Roman character as an eternal substance that was outside history.53 Luce was 

critical of this argument, because Livy's first ten books showed a clear understanding of 

the evolution of Roman institutions, and Livy's sense of historical change is even more 

clearly seen in his view of the decline from these mores than in their evolution.54 It may 

not have been Roman identity, as Marincola argued,55 that was the focus of Livy's 

narrative, but the process of moral decline, as Livy himself directed the reader in his 

preface: 

To these I would have the reader direct his mind: what kind of life, what 
customs there were; through what men and by which arts, in peace and in war, 
imperium was arranged and enlarged; then let him follow in his mind the gradual 
sinking discipline; first morals deteriorated, then sank more and more, then 
began a downward plunge, which has brought us to this time, when we can 
endure neither our vices nor their remedies.56

Livy pinpointed the beginning of this "downward plunge" as the triumph of Manlius 

5ILivy Pr. 11. 
52Livy 22.54.10. 
53Wa1sh, Livy, 36, 64-80, 108, 166; Luce, Livy, 232-234, 286. 
54Luce, Livy, 238, 270. 
55Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 19. 
56Livy Pr. 9. 
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Vulso in 187 BC, where "the origin of foreign luxury" — the treasures and slaves he 

brought back — were "scarcely the seeds of future luxury."57 Through this event and the 

Bacchanalian conspiracy, Livy stressed foreign influence as the source of Roman luxury 

and moral decline, and also stressed the importance of correctly honouring the gods, 

suggesting that "everything turned out prosperous when we followed the gods, and 

adverse when we spurned them."58 Livy, therefore, interpreted the Bacchanalian 

conspiracy as an example of Roman virtue standing against the destructive immoral 

influence of foreign deities. 

Livy's thesis of moral decline was undoubtedly influenced by his background of 

rhetoric in Patavium, a small community in northern Italy with a reputation for stricter 

morals than Rome itself. Upon coming to Rome and viewing the decadence there at the 

end of the civil wars, it would be no surprise if Livy was predisposed to view those 

events through a moral lens.59 He was an Augustan historian who portrayed Augustus as a 

second founder of Rome, whose divine mission was to establish the pax Romana and to 

re-establish traditional Roman mores within the city. However, he was not a blind 

propagandist, and felt at liberty to write as he wished, sometimes even disagreeing with 

Augustus.60 Tacitus recalled that Livy had "lavished such eulogies on Pompey that 

Augustus styled him 'the Pompeian': yet it was without prejudice to their friendship."61

Nevertheless, Livy demonstrated a degree of deference to Augustus when, in one 

passage, he contradicted his literary sources based on an inscription Augustus had seen,62

"Livy 39.6.7-9. After the defeat of Antiochus in Syria, Manlius had fought a minor engagement with 
the Galatians in Asia Minor, and returned to Rome to celebrate a triumph. 

58Livy 5.51.5. See also: Luce, Livy, 257-260. 
"Walsh, Livy, 1-10. 
° Walsh, Livy, 10-12; Luce, Livy, 293-294; Miles, Livy, 40-44, 76-79, 95-110. 
61In AD 25, Cremutius Cordus was brought to trial for writing a history that praised Brutus and 

Cassius, and he committed suicide to escape the charges (Suetonius, Tiberius 3.61.3; Dio Cassius 57.24.2-
4; Tacitus, Annales 4.34-35). In Tacitus' account of the trial, Cremutius invoked Livy's "Pompeian" 
tendencies in his defense speech (Tacitus, Annales 4.34.). 

62"Following all previous historians," Livy stated that A. Cornelius Cossus dedicated spoils to a temple 
as military tribune, but then went on to say that while Augustus was renewing the temples, he saw an 
inscription which proved that Cossus had dedicated the spoils as consul, not as military tribune (4.20.5-11). 
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and did not publish his account of the war between Augustus and Antony (book 121) until 

after the death of Augustus, which suggests that in this case, at least, he was playing it 

safe.63 So, it appears that although Livy tried not to offend his patron Augustus, with 

whom he genuinely agreed about a lot of things, he was not restricted or directed in what 

he wrote. 

With the civil wars, the Catiline conspiracy and the assassination of Julius Caesar 

in recent living memory, Livy wanted to assure his readers that the state was secure from 

conspiracies because Augustus was a second founder (conditor) of Rome. In opposition 

to him, Mark Antony was a false conditor who had conspired with Cleopatra to establish 

an alterum populum, with its capital outside Rome. Livy's portrayals of coniurationes 

were an integral part of this Augustan theme, because they showed the city stamping out 

the threat of false conditores.64 More than twenty coniurationes appeared in Ab Urbe 

Condita, including conspiracies from Italian cities,65 slaves,66 and internal conspiracies 

involving citizens,67 and most conspiracies in Livy's narrative were crushed, both 

warning the reader against future conspiracies and assuring the reader that the state could 

withstand them. 

The most famous conspiracy at Rome was that of Catiline, in 63 BC, and though 

Livy's account of the Catiline conspiracy is lost,68 it is evident that his portrayal of the 

Livy "thought it would be almost sacrilege to rob Cossus of such a witness to his spoils as Caesar, the 
restorer of that very temple" (4.20.7). 

63Livy Sum. 121. 
"Miles, Livy, 76-79, 92, 100-110, 131; MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans," 429. Livy's first 

mention of coniuratio was during the first secessio in 495 BC, when plebeians held "secret gatherings and 
conferences" on the Aventine. Livy wrote that "the senators became alarmed," and sent a dictator to 
overcome the plebeians' common oath by ordering them to swear the soldiers' sacramentum (Livy 2.32.1-3; 
see also: Livy 2.27.13, 28.1-2; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 5.53-57). 

65E.g., Livy 6.2.2; 8.3.1-5; 9.26.5-7; 10.1.3; 25.8.1-4 (cf. Polybius 8.28); 27.3.4-5; 32.1.7-9; 34.56.2. 
66Livy 4.45.1-2; 22.33.2; 32.25.4-18; 33.36.3. 
67Livy 2.32.1-3; 3.15.3; 7.38.8-7.41.8; Sum. 96, 101-102, 116, 133. Livy also told of coniurationes 

against allied cities (24.5.9-14, 24.6-7; 28.30.4-5; 40.21.10-11). On two occasions, a coniuratio was seen as 
advantageous to the state: in 314 BC, an Ausonian coniuratio betrayed enemy cities to Rome (9.25.4), and 
in 195 BC, an Argive coniuratio was formed against the Spartan tyrant Nabis (34.25.8-9). 

68Livy Sum. 101-102. 
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Bacchanalia was influenced by both Cicero's and Sallust's treatment of those events. 

Debra Nousek pointed out that Livy "employed themes and language" from Cicero's 

speeches on the Catiline narrative, while paying "tribute" to Cicero for his role in 

crushing the conspiracy. Since the "mere mention" of coniuratio would have brought 

Catiline to mind, Livy "modelled the actions" of Postumius "on the accounts of Cicero's 

actions."69 The same could be said of Sallust: for example, Sallust wrote that the evils 

which led to the Catiline conspiracy had entered the state "like the contagion of a 

pestilence (pestilentia),"7° which Livy echoed by writing that the Bacchanalian 

conspiracy entered Rome "like the contagion of a disease (morbi)."71

Livy's narrative of the Bacchanalia may also have been a reflection of the 

conspiracy between Antony and Cleopatra, for in that conspiracy, there were Bacchic 

themes. Ever since Alexander the Great had returned from India in a Bacchic procession, 

mimicking Dionysus' mythical return from India, it had become customary for Hellenistic 

kings to associate themselves with Dionysus.72 While conspiring against Augustus with 

Cleopatra, Antony had entered Ephesus in a decadent Bacchic procession, in which 

"women led dressed like Bacchae, and men and boys like satyrs and pans, and the city 

was filled with ivy and thyrsoi and harps and pipes and flutes."73 Meanwhile, Augustus 

began to identify himself with Apollo, hosting a banquet with twelve guests dressed as 

Olympian deities, himself dressed as Apollo.74 With these events in recent memory, it 

would have been difficult for Livy not to see a connection between Antony and the 

Bacchanalia, both of which were Bacchic conspiracies that undermined the authority of 

69Debra Nousek, "Echoes of Cicero in Livy's Bacchanalian Narrative," Classical Quarterly 60, 1 
(2010), 2-5 (not yet published). 

70Sallust, Bellum Catilinae 10. 
71Livy 39.9.1. 
nArrian, Anabasis of Alexander 5.26.5; 6.28.2; Plutarch, Alexander 47.1-4. Good examples of this 

were the Antigonid king Demetrius (Plutarch, Demetrius 2.3, 12.1-3) and the Ptolemaic king Ptolemy Soter 
(Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 5.197e-203b). 

73Plutarch, Antony 24.3. Plutarch adds that the people hailed him as "Dionysus Giver and Joy and 
Beneficent," but "to the greater part he was Dionysus Carnivorous and Savage." 

74Suetonius, Divine Augustus 70. See also: Wiseman, Unwritten Rome, 129-131. 
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the Roman state,75 especially since it was his intention to portray a state that could 

withstand these threats. 

Livy was aware of his limitations when he set out on writing his history of Rome, 

and he expressed doubt in the value of his work. The only things he thought he could add 

through his "immense labour" of consolidating Rome's historical traditions were either 

more accurate information or better style.76 He was aware of the magnitude of this task, 

and admitted relief at the beginning of book 30, for having come at last to the end of the 

Second Punic War, yet mused that "although I progress, I am being carried on into depths 

more vast, like an abyss, and the task almost increases."77 Despite expressions of 

humility, his work was famous in his lifetime, and Livy knew it, admitting that he had 

"acquired enough fame, and could stop, except that my restless mind feeds on the task."78

In fact, Livy's history was so successful that it overshadowed all previous histories of the 

Republic, which ceased to be used and re-copied: admired by ancient authors,79 read in 

schools as models of style,8° and never questioned for his literary value, Livy is one 

reason why they are no longer extant.81 However, an assessment of the value of his work 

as an accurate record of historical events requires a closer look at what sources he used, 

and how he used them. 

Despite the theoretical shortcomings of source criticism, the result of this strand 

of scholarship has been that we now have a decent idea about how Livy used his sources, 

and although he rarely stated their identities, we can reasonably estimate what sources he 

used for various parts of his work. Most of the material from the first ten books was from 

75Ramsay MacMullen suggested that the emphasis in Postumius' speech on the evil of alien rites was 
"a touch supplied by Livy in the light of Augustus' reaction to Antony, Cleopatra, and the Egyptian gods" 
(MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans," 429). 

76Livy Pr. 1-5; Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 140-141. 
77Livy 31.1.1-5. 
78Livyfi: 58 (Pliny, Natural History 1, preface). 
79Quintilian, lnstitutio Oratia 1.5.56; 8.1.3; 10.1.32. 
80Roberto Nicolai, "The Place of History in the Ancient World," in A Companion to Greek and Roman 

Historiography, ed. J. Marincola (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 23. 
"Luce, Livy, 181-183; Rupke, Religion of the Romans, 41. 
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late annalists, and in books 21-30, he mainly followed Coelius Antipater for events in 

Rome and Polybius for events in Greece. For books 31-45, he followed Valerius Antias, 

Claudius Quadrigarius, and sometimes Cato for events in Rome, and continued to use 

Polybius for events in Greece.82 By comparing his account with extant Polybian material, 

scholars have shown that Livy was basically reliable in those passages, but his 

dependence on late annalistic sources for events in Italy is problematic because his 

sources were less reliable.83 The most relevant sources for the early second century BC 

were Polybius, Antias and Quadrigarius, and it is clear from a reading of Livy that he was 

aware of the difference in quality. Although he sometimes contradicted or disagreed with 

Polybius,84 Livy was complimentary of him, calling him "not an uncertain author with all 

Roman matters."85 He was more critical of Antias, though, who exaggerated numbers in 

such episodes as battle narratives,86 and on thirteen separate occasions, he accused Antias 

of exaggerating,87 saying that he "increases numbers excessively,"88 and "to such an 

extent is there no limit to his lying"89 that "little confidence can be placed in this 

writer."94 Livy clearly held Antias in less regard than Polybius. 

Scholars are divided over whether Polybius or Antias was Livy's source for the 

Bacchanalia, but both sides of the argument accept the possibility that Aulus Postumius 

Albinus (cos. 151 BC), who wrote a history of Rome in Greek, was somewhere on the 

chain of transmission.91 Having access to the private records of the Postumii, Albinus was 

82Walsh, Livy, 115-135. 
83Walsh, Livy, 284-285; Luce, Livy, 44, 148-149, 221. 
stivy 21.15.3 (cf. Polybius 3.13, 17, 33); 27.7.5-6 (cf. Polybius 10); 39.52.1-6. 
83Livy 33.10.10; cf 30.45.4, where he calls him "an authority by no means to be despised." 
86For example, when estimating the numbers at the Battle of Cynoscephalae (197 BC), he listed Antias' 

and Quadrigarius' estimates, but followed Polybius because he was more trustworthy (Livy 33.10.8-10). 
87Livy 3.5.12-13; 25.39.12-16; 26.49.1-6; 33.10.8-10; 33.30.8-10; 33.36.12-14; 34.15.9; 36.19.11-12; 

36.38.6-7; 38.23.8-9; 39.41.5-7; 45.40.1-3; 45.43.8. 
88Livy 33.10.8-10. 
89Livy 26.49.3. 
"Livy 36.38.7. 
"Luce and Briscoe argued in favour of Antias (Luce, Livy, 105; Briscoe, Commentary, 239-243), and 

Pailler argued in favour of Polybius (Pailler, Bacchanalia, 600-612). 
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an early source with access to eyewitnesses, and, in this sense, could be considered 

basically reliable, but he had an interest in magnifying the deeds of his family member, 

which must have coloured his interpretation of the events. This reasoning both adds and 

takes away weight from the veracity of Livy's narrative, but even if all of the inaccuracies 

of Livy 39.8-19 were the fault of Valerius Antias, Livy would still have the responsibility 

of thinking critically in his use of sources. 

In the absence of a systematic methodology involving the use of primary 

documents and archives, Livy's method was simply to consult and transmit the literary 

tradition, but there is significant evidence that he planned his basic structure well in 

advance. He read ahead enough to be able to organize his episodes to fit the annalistic 

structure, and, on a grander scale, pentads.92 This was the basic structural unit of Livy's 

history: the first pentad (books 1-5) began with the founding of the city and ended with 

the sack by the Gauls; and the fifth and sixth pentads (books 21-30) covered the Second 

Punic War.93 The eighth pentad (books 36-40) began with the war in Asia Minor against 

Antiochus and ended by setting the scene for the war with Perseus, which was the focus 

of the ninth pentad (books 41-45). Book 39, which covered 187 to 183 BC, began each 

year with a major episode, which in 186 BC was the Bacchanalian conspiracy." 

As for the narration of individual episodes, the methodology of ancient 

historiography was quite different from modern historiography, so Livy should not be 

criticized for this, but understood differently. Rather than "breakdown and construction," 

the method of ancient writers was "selection and adaptation."95 Livy did not select from 

each of his sources which parts to use in creating his own synthesis of the available data, 

but read all of the sources that contained a particular narrative, selected the one he 

preferred, and transmitted that narrative as faithfully as possible. The question he faced 

92Luce, Livy, 186-194; Miles, Livy, 220; Walsh, Livy, 7-8; Kraus & Woodman, Latin Historians, 60-62. 
93Luce, Livy, 3-15; Livy 1-5, 21-30. 
"Luce, Livy, 75, 104-112; Livy 36-40; 39.8-19. 
95Luce, Livy, 150. 
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before writing an episode was, therefore, which source to use, based on the author's 

general reputation, nearness to the events, and literary quality. Having decided upon a 

source, he would read it carefully and then write the episode.96 Using this method, Livy 

did not fabricate events, but enhanced them with dramatic techniques, such as 

compressing or omitting less interesting details, and expanding on more interesting or 

edifying details.97 The Hispala narrative, in particular, contained a variety of dramatic 

techniques, including moralistic characterizations of people, dramatic dialogues, and a 

structure that mirrored New Comedy, and these should be taken into account when 

analyzing the text. The question is: was this an annalist's fabrication based on a theatrical 

performance, or an accurate account that was enhanced through dramatic techniques? 

Episodic narrative was only one of three kinds of material in Livy's history, along 

with annalistic data and speeches. Although he did not personally consult the annales 

maximi, his predecessors did, so Livy copied these details meticulously and without 

embellishment. They are accurate and useful, and have contributed significantly to our 

knowledge of the chronology of the Republic, annual elections of magistrates, 

assignments of provinces, and census records.98 They are dry passages, but because they 

were copied mechanically, they are among the most trustworthy sections of Livy's work, 

and because of Livy, we have more detailed, consistent religious data about the period 

covered in his surviving works (such as the appointment of priests and the expiation of 

omens) than in any other period of Roman history." 

On the other extreme were speeches, which were Livy's own compositions, and 

'Luce, Livy,143-151; Walsh, Livy, 141-149, 215. Perhaps this was done from memory, which 
sometimes led him to mistakes. In longer passages, his memory could slip, and toward the end, the 
narrative could lose accuracy and quality. For possible examples of Livy duplicating an episode, see Livy 
39.29.8, 41.6; see also Livy 32.30.11-12; 33.23.5. 

"Walsh, Livy, 176-190, 206-212. Walsh pointed out examples of this technique, including attempts to 
understand the masses in crowd scenes, dramatic scenes of heroism in battle scenes, and thematic 
representation of dialogues. 

"Walsh, Livy, 31, 150, 286. For an example of consular elections, see Livy 39.6.1-2; for omens, see 
Livy 36.37.1-6; for games, see Livy 39.5.6-10; for census figures, see Livy 38.36.10. 

99Mary Beard et al., Religions of Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 76-80. 
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the least trustworthy reproduction of historical events, but they fit within the ancient 

historiographic tradition. The production of speeches was a common practice, which 

provided a means to uncover the reasons for characters' actions and a way of indirectly 

indicating his interpretation.") Polybius argued that it was important to try to fmd out 

what was actually said, and to frame the rhetoric around the general rationale of the 

speaker.Im Livy lived up to these standards when he composed speeches for his history. 

He tried to maintain the substance of the original speech, and whatever modifications he 

made were rearrangements of form, not of content, to create better coherence and flow 

according to Greek rhetorical structures.1°2 Though it is questionable to what extent he 

was able to accurately recreate original speeches, Livy's rhetorical passages offer 

valuable insights into his own perspectives on the events he narrated. Therefore, the 

speech that Postumius delivered in the Bacchanalian narrative (39.15-16) should not be 

dismissed as worthless because it was Livy's composition, but interpreted as Livy's 

analysis of the events, and the clearest statement about how the events of 186 BC fit 

within his overall moral argument. 

Returning to episodic narratives, a useful method of testing how critically Livy 

used his sources is to look at ways he handled uncertainties and variant accounts. Many 

times, he released himself from responsibility for the veracity of a story with a phrase 

such as "it is said" or "tradition relates,"103 and an excellent example is his introduction 

of the Hispala narrative, when information came to the consul "in about this manner."1°4

In many cases, Livy found an alternate version of some detail in one author, and 

100John Marincola, "Speeches in Classical Historiography," in Companion to Greek and Roman 
Historiography, 118-127. 

1°iPolybius 1.25a-c; 1.25i.4-6. Polybius criticized Timaeus, an author who used every possible 
argument when composing speeches, rather than choosing the most appropriate ones, like better writers did. 

1°2Marincola, "Speeches in Classical Historiography," 127-129; Walsh, Livy, 219-235; Walsh, "Making 
a Drama out of a Crisis," 194. 

103= •vyLi 1.5.1; 5.31.2-3; 5.41.2-3; 9.29.9-11; 10.19.17; 24.43.7; 25.31.9; 34.13.10; 38.47.1; 38.55.10, 
13. 

1°4Livy 39.9.1. 
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13. 

104Livy 39.9.1. 
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supplemented the main narrative by saying "Valerius relates" or a similar phrase, without 

drawing conclusions about which version he preferred.1°5 The same was true when he 

encountered conflicting traditions, for he often supplemented his narrative and passed 

over the question without analyzing it, sometimes not even naming the sources that 

conflicted. 1°6

In other passages, Livy gave reasons for choosing one version over another, by 

following the version attested to by the majority of writers,107 by the sources nearest to 

the events,108 or by writers who "seem better to me."1" Sometimes he considered an 

author not worthy of belief, either in the case of Valerius Antias, as seen above, or 

because he was aware of the author's desire to glorify his family."" When narrating 

Scipio's army crossing over to Africa, Livy followed the authority of most writers, who 

said the trip went smoothly, but he distrusted Coelius, who "alone describes the terrors of 

weather and waves,"1" so Livy was capable of choosing accuracy even when it meant 

rejecting a thrilling narrative. Occasionally, he was influenced by the nature of the data, 

such as the impossible chronology behind the idea that Numa had been a student of 

Pythagoras,112 or doubts about a naval battle because the river was "not wide enough.,,113 

He placed the siege of New Carthage a year earlier than some of his sources, because "it 

seemed less like the truth that Scipio spent a whole year in Spain doing nothing.,,114 

Many of Livy's errors were relatively minor, such as two passages where he 

contradicted himself by writing that the Carthaginian general Hamilcar was captured on 

ImLivy 32.6.5; cf. Livy 8.19.13-14; 22.61.5; 29.22.9; 34.10.2; 39.56.7; 45.44.19 (Polybius 30.18). 
1°6E.g., Livy 4.7.2; 8.20.6; 22.24.11; 27.33.6; 34.10.8; 44.13.12-14. 
1°7E.g., Livy 1.24.1-2; 2.32.2-3; 6.42.5-6; 21.28.5-7; 30.3.6; 39.43.1; 42.11.1. 
' °8Livy 2.18.4-5; 8.30.7; 25.11.20. 
I"Livy 21.47.6; cf. Livy 8.26.6. 
II°Livy 7.9.3-5; 8.40.1-5. This did not stop him from noting the acclaim of poets whose names were 

Livius (Livy 7.2.8-12; 27.37.7; 31.12.9). 
InLivy 29.27.13-14. 
112Livy 1.18.1. 
113Livy 4.34.6-7. 
114* •vyLi 27.7.5-6. 
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two separate occasions in 197 BC.I15 The greatest source of confusion in Livy's narrative 

was the death of Scipio, because the time and place of Scipio's death were controversial 

matters that Livy did not help clarify.116 Despite being aware of his sources' limitations 

and thinking critically about his material, he grappled with the issue in such a confusing 

manner that it has brought him scorn from modern scholars, and the mysteries 

surrounding Scipio's death have never been solved." 

In addition to keeping these considerations in mind as we proceed through Livy's 

narrative, we can test his accuracy by comparing his summary of the SC de 

Bacchanalibus with the surviving inscription.I18 The SC de Bacchanalibus, written in 186 

BC, is one of the earliest surviving Latin inscriptions that provide us with valuable 

information about religion and its relationship to politics.119 Livy tells us that when 

Postumius brought the Bacchanalia to the attention of the Senate, they "proclaimed in 

addition that in the city of Rome and through all of Italy edicts should be sent, that no 

one, who was initiated to Bacchus, should wish to meet or assemble for the sake of these 

rites,"I20 and the inscription that survives is the result of the consuls obeying this 

mandate. It contains the edicts of the Senate, and the instructions of the consuls to the 

allies, including the order that "you are to engrave this on a bronze tablet" and "to give 

orders that it be set up where it can most easily be read."12I Most likely, the extant 

inscription is a copy that was engraved by local magistrates in obedience to the consuls' 

115Livy 32.30.11-12; 33.23.5. 
116He narrated the trials of the Scipios in 187 BC, which led to Scipio's retirement from public life, and 

mentioned the debate over whether Scipio was buried in Litemum or Rome (38.56.1-8). During his 
narrative of the events of 183 BC, he mentioned that Valerius Antias had recorded Scipio's death in 187 BC, 
but Polybius and Rutilius had recorded it in 183 BC. Rejecting these sources, Livy argued that Scipio must 
have died during Marcus Naevius' tribunate in 184 BC (Livy 39.52.1-6; E.T. Sage, Livy Vol. XI, 382-383 
(footnotes 2-4); This Naevius was not the same person as the poet). 

117Walsh, Livy, 149. 
118Most scholars who have done this have seen evidence that the content of Livy's summary is accurate 

(e.g., Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, 91; Toynbee, Hannibal's Legacy, Vol. II, 396; Gruen, Greek 
Culture and Roman Policy, 38; Bauman, "Suppression of the Bacchanals," 335). 

119R0pke, Religion of the Romans, 39. 
1Z-Livy  39.14.7. 
121SC de Bacchanalibus 22-24. 
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orders, and copies were set up in Bruttium and Apulia, where investigations into the 

Bacchanalia continued until at least 180 BC.122 The surviving inscription was found in 

AD 1640 in Tirioli, Italy (or, to use ancient names, in Ager Terauno, in Bruttium), and it 

was first published in 1692.123 Strictly speaking, it is not a senatus consultum, but an 

edict of the consul to the allies that quotes the senatus consultum.124

The material from the original edict of the Senate, then, passed through two 

processes: it was copied onto an inscription along with the consul's instructions to the 

allies, and it was copied by annalists and transmitted through Livy. He did not include the 

introductory material of the inscription (1-3), but the supplementary material at the end 

(22-30) was covered elsewhere in his narrative. The commands to publicize the decrees 

and engrave them on bronze (22-27) were mentioned in his account of Postumius' first 

meeting of the Senate (39.14.7), and the capital charge (24-25) was implied by Livy's 

narrative of the prosecutions (39.18.1-6). The consuls' command that the allies disband 

shrines, "unless there is anything sacred there" (27-30), confirmed Livy's comment that 

the consuls' task was "to demolish all Bacchanalia," except for places "where an ancient 

altar or image had been consecrated" (39.18.7). 

As for the decrees, Livy's first statement was that "there should be no Bacchanalia 

in Rome or Italy" (39.18.8). Similar statements were repeated three times in the 

inscription: "let no one wish to have a Bacchanal" (3); "let no man wish to go to 

Bacchanalia" (7-8); and "let no one wish to perform any rites in public or in private or 

outside the city" (15-16). In both texts, an exception was made for anyone who 

"considered such rites to be customary and necessary" (39.18.8) or "says it is necessary 

for them to have a Bacchanal" (3-4). Livy also recorded accurately the application 

process created by the SC de Bacchanalibus: "he should declare this before the urban 

'22L ivy 39.23.3-4, 29.8-9, 41.5-7; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 292-301. 
123Dumdzil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, 515; Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 121. The inscription 

is now at a museum in Vienna. 
124Walsh, Livy, 112; Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy, 8. 
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praetor," and the matter would be decided "when in the Senate no less than one hundred 

were present" (39.18.8-9). The inscription repeated the stipulation three times (4-6, 8-9, 

16-18), which was necessary for a legal document, but not necessary for Livy's summary. 

Both Livy's narrative and the inscription, then, included rules about the structure 

of the cult, but the inscription included details that Livy omitted. Livy mentioned that "no 

more than five should be present at the sacrifice" (39.18.9), but neglected to mention that 

this could include no more than two men and three women (19-21). Livy's summary 

allowed "no funds in common, and no one as master of rites or priest" (39.18.9), but the 

inscription further specified: "let no man be priest; let no one, whether man or woman, be 

master; let no one wish to have any money in common; let no one wish to make any man 

or woman either a magistrate or pro-magistrate." (10-12). Livy also omitted the part of 

the inscription that allowed no one "to conspire among themselves, or to swear oaths in 

common, or to make mutual pledges or promises" (13-14). It seems out of place with his 

moral argument that he would neglect to mention the gender stipulations and the decree 

against oaths and secrecy, since these were both emphasized in his narrative, but aside 

from these weaknesses, Livy's summary of the SC de Bacchanalibus preserved the basic 

content accurately, while avoiding the repetition of a legal document. 

This suggests that Livy transmitted his sources faithfully, but that either he or one 

of his sources left out certain details, and that he may have embellished parts of the 

Bacchanalian narrative to increase the literary quality, but that he did not fabricate the 

events. Because of this, when we read that the Bacchae of 186 BC used drums and 

cymbals (39.8.8), we can be assured that he did not make this up, but since his objective 

was to portray the cult as an evil, alien influence, when we read that drums and cymbals 

were used to cover up the sound of violence we do not need to accept this aspect of 

Livy's interpretation. Statements found only in Postumius' speech must be understood, 

then, as Livy's composition, and less indicative of historical realities than of Livy's 
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interpretation. So Livy's narrative may be a useful source for understanding the Bacchic 

cult, but we must beware of his moral bias, and the best way to assess his description of 

the Bacchanalia is to take each detail into account individually. This is the purpose of the 

next chapter. 
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3. THE CULT OF DIONYSUS IN ROME 

Livy's narrative (39.8-19) contained four passages that described the Bacchanalia. 

The introduction of the narrative began with a Greek who introduced rites, that included 

both men and women, who were corrupted by wine and the mixing of genders (39.8.3-6). 

Livy added that sexual disgraces were not the only vice practiced, but also "false 

witnesses, false seals and wills and evidence," and "poisonings and hidden murders" that 

were concealed by the crashing of drums and cymbals (39.8.7-8). Concealed at first by 

the size of the city, the cult spread from Etruria to Rome "like the contagion of a disease" 

(39.9.1). With this introduction, the stage was set for the Hispala narrative, where 

information was brought to the consul "in about this manner" (39.9.1). 

Livy offered a second description of the cult through Hispala's reaction when she 

discovered Aebutius' intentions. She told him that the Bacchic shrine was a "workshop of 

all kinds of corruption," in which no one over the age of twenty had been initiated in the 

last two years. "Like a sacrificial victim," Aebutius would be led to "a place which 

echoed with howls and the song of a choir and the beat of cymbals and drums," so that 

his screams would not be heard when he was violated (39.10.6-8). The third major 

description was also from Hispala, when the consul asked her to tell him about the 

"nocturnal rites at the Bacchanalia in the grove of Stimula" (39.12.4). According to this 

part of the account, a Campanian priestess, Paculla Annia, was the first to initiate men, to 

hold rites at night, and to perform initiations five times a month, instead of three times a 

year (39.13.8-9). Men uttered prophecies "with fanatical tossing of their bodies," while 

women dressed as Bacchae ran to the Tiber with torches, which they plunged into the 

river, but the torches still burned (39.13.12). Those who refused to commit crimes were 

sacrificed like victims by being bound to a machine that took them into a cave, as if taken 

by the gods (39.13.11-13). Hispala told Postumius that "they were a great multitude" and 

"almost already another people." Many of them were nobiles, and for the last two years, 
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all of the initiates were under twenty years old (39.13.14). 

More details were given in Postumius' speech delivered to the contio after the 

Senate ordered the quaestio. The consul introduced the Bacchanalia as "depraved and 

foreign religious rites" that led to crime and lust (39.15.3). Assuming that the people were 

already familiar with the "noise and cries at night" (39.15.6), Postumius informed them 

that women were "the source of this evil" (39.15.9), and that there were also men who 

were like women, both submitting to and practising sexual disgraces: "fanatics, inspired 

by sleeplessness, wine, noise and shouts at night" (39.15.9). Although the coniuratio 

(conspiracy) had "no strength," it was growing every day, and Postumius warned of a 

secret nocturnal assembly that counteracted the contio, and the submitting of young 

males to a coniuratio (common vow), which counteracted the sacramentum, the vow 

taken by Roman soldiers (39.15.10-14). He asserted that in addition to moral disgraces, 

initiates were committing crimes and intended to take control of the state (39.16.1-4). 

3.1 ORIGINS 

The first thing Livy recorded about the cult was its origin, which is a logical 

starting point for our analysis. He asserted that an "unknown" or "ignoble" (ignobilis) 

Greek' — "a sacrificing priest and a fortune-teller (sacrificulus et vates)" — had brought 

the rites to Etruria (39.8.3). This assertion that the mysteries of Dionysus were brought to 

Rome by a sacrificulus has found acceptance from scholars for several reasons, not least 

because Livy echoed Plato's language, when the latter mentioned that "begging priests 

and diviners go to rich men's doors," claiming to have "power from the gods through 

sacrifices and incantations."2 These prophets (manteis) were frowned upon, and itinerants 

'Note the contrast between the ignobilis Greek and Hispala, the scortum nobile, a "well-known" or 
"noble" prostitute or courtesan (39.9.5). 

2Plato, Republic 2.364b-c; Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), 33; Fritz Graf & Sarah Iles Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife: Orpheus and 
the Bacchic Gold Tablets (London & New York: Routledge, 2007), 145. In myth, Dionysus was a 
"sorcerer" and "enchanter" who brought his mysteries to Thebes, and in history, the names of certain 
itinerants who established mysteries were known (Euripides, Bacchae 233-238). Melampous was a mantic 
who taught Dionysus to the Greeks (Herodotus 2.49), and Methapus was an Athenian ritual expert who 
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'Note the contrast between the ignobilis Greek and Hispala, the scortum nobile, a "well-known" or 
"noble" prostitute or courtesan (39.9.5). 

2Plato, Republic 2.364b-c; Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), 33; Fritz Graf & Sarah lies Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife: Orpheus and 
the Bacchic Gold Tablets (London & New York: Routledge, 2007), 145. In myth, Dionysus was a 
"sorcerer" and "enchanter" who brought his mysteries to Thebes, and in history, the names of certain 
itinerants who established mysteries were known (Euripides, Bacchae 233-238). Melampous was a mantic 
who taught Dionysus to the Greeks (Herodotus 2.49), and Methapus was an Athenian ritual expert who 
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seem to have disappeared from Rome after 186 BC, only returning sometime before the 

time of Caesar.3 They practiced various forms of magic and divination, charging fees for 

their services in dream analysis, augury and other forms of divination,4 and they filled a 

variety of religious functions, reflected by the words that described them: while a mantis 

interpreted new portents, a chresmologos interpreted old oracles, with written theogonic 

and eschatological material.5

More closely connected with Dionysiac mysteries were Orphic itinerants, who 

practiced Bacchic initiations under the guidance of the literary tradition of Orpheus. 

There never was a monolithic organization or stable community of Orphics, or a belief 

system known as "Orphism," but itinerants did use books ascribed to Orpheus, called 

hieroi logoi, as ritual instructions in initiations.6 Mantels used "books of Musaeus and 

Orpheus" in rituals, and claimed that they could control the gods through "bringings in" 

and "bindings," promising blessings in the afterlife for initiates.? The hieroi logoi of the 

Orphic itinerants were not actually written by Orpheus, but by ritual specialists who 

established mysteries at Thebes (Pausanias 4.1.7). 
3Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 34-44. However, this is an argument ex silentio. Burkert's conclusion 

is drawn on the basis of lack of evidence between 186 BC and the time of Caesar. 
4Sarah Iles Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination (Malden, MA/Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008), 109-

5Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, 137-140. A less sophisticated method was that of engastrimuthoi 
("belly-talkers"), who claimed to receive prophecies from daimones who possessed them (See Hesiod, 
Works and Days 22-35). Travelling performing artists called technitai also claimed Dionysus as their patron 
deity, and practiced rites which may have been related to the mysteries (Richard Seaford, Dionysos 
(London & New York: Routledge, 2006), 101-102). 

6Linforth, Arts of Orpheus, 93-106; Radcliffe Edmonds, "Tearing Apart the Zagreus Myth," Classical 
Antiquity 18, 1 (Apr 1999), 37; Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 73, 155-159, 175. Despite 
the claims of earlier scholars (e.g., Martin P. Nilsson, "Early Orphism and Kindred Religious Movements," 
Harvard Theological Review 28, 3 (Jul 1935), 221) that "Orphism" offered an alternative, distinctive 
religion that was a prototype of Christianity, the practices of Orphic itinerants were merely a supplement to 
the benefits offered by Classical cult, as were the rest of mystery practices in this period. Rather than 
speaking of an "Orphic" religion, it is more accurate to refer to orphika, a set of rituals, texts and ideas 
which looked to Orpheus as their etiological founder. 

'Plato, Republic 2.364b-365a. The Loeb translation calls these "spells and enchantments." The use of 
such books is confirmed by an inscription (210 BC), in which Ptolemy IV Philopater ordered "those who 
perform initiations for Dionysus" to register in Alexandria, "and to hand in their hieroi logof' (Martin P. 
Nilsson, The Dionysiac Mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman Age (Lund: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1957), 116; 
Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 33). 
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attempted to professionalize initiatory ritual.8 They claimied authority and legitimacy 

through texts whose authorship was ascribed to someone from legend or antiquity. This 

was one way the mysteries of Dionysus were spread in the Hellenistic Period, so Livy's 

claim about the "unknown Greek" is at least plausible.9

Mantels had been known since the fifth century BC, but were not well-respected 

in Greek and Roman society. Plato described Orphic manteis to draw a contrast between 

the ease of initiation and the difficulty of true virtue.10 In 428 BC, the Roman Senate 

reacted against what Livy called "those who profit from minds captured by superstition," 

who "introduced new sacrificial rites by prophesying." In 213 BC, sacrificuli and vates 

introduced alien rites into public places and were profiting from superstition, so the 

magistrates decreed that "whoever had books of prophecies or prayers or the art of 

sacrificing in writing should bring all such books and writings" so they could be 

destroyed.I2 If the Bacchanalia came through the agency of a rogue sacrificulus, then it is 

no surprise that conservative Romans looked at them with disdain, but this was not the 

whole story. Livy wrote that the Greek "came first to Etruria,"13 and that the rites had 

"penetrated Rome from Etruria" (39.9.1), but he had Hispala add that a Campanian "was 

the first to have initiated men, her sons, Minius and Herennius Cerrinius" (39.13.9). Livy 

widened the scope of influence when he listed the heads of the conspiracy (39.17.6) —

they included Minius Cerrinius (but not his brother), a Faliscan (Lucius Opicernius), and 

8The Derveni Papyrus, which contains an exegesis of theogonic material, is a surviving example of one 
specialist's interpretation of an Orphic text, but most Orphic texts are extant only in fragments (Gabor 
Betegh, The Derveni Papyrus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 350-370; Burkert, Ancient 
Mystery Cults, 31). For an analysis of the Orphic literary tradition that discusses these fragments, see M.L. 
West, The Orphic Poems (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983). 

9Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, 137-139. Of course, Dionysus-Liber had been in Rome and Italy 
for quite some time. What is plausible is that the particular set of initiatory rites known as the Bacchanalia 
in 186 BC were introduced by an itinerant Greek ritual specialist. 

"'Plato, Republic 2.364b-365a. 
IlLivy 4.30.9-11. 
12- •vyu 25.1.6-12. 
13Burkert (Ancient Mystery Cults, 33) suggests that the nameless Greek was "probably from Magna 

Graecia [and] migrated to Etruria." 
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two Roman plebs (Marcus and Gaius Atinius) — and Postumius admitted that the rites had 

"long been all over Italy" (39.15.6). There appear, then, to have been three stages: (1) the 

Greek introduced the cult, (2) the Campanians modified the cult, and (3) two Campanians 

and two Roman plebs formed a conspiracy. Whether or not these were the res gestae, 

they point to the most likely geographical origins of the Bacchanalia: north-west to 

Etruria, and south, through Campania to Magna Graecia. 

This seems quite reasonable: the Etruscan equivalent to the Greek Dionysus, 

named Fufluns-Pacha,14 was depicted on many Etruscan vases from the seventh to fourth 

centuries BC, and Etruscans bought thousands of Greek vases that depicted scenes of 

satyrs and maenads, and events from the life of Dionysus. Bacchic scenes of the afterlife 

also figure in Etruscan art, with such examples as a vase with a woman holding a thyrsos, 

a mirror with Ariadne in the underworld, and a sarcophagus lid with a maenad.15 These 

scenes indicate that the mysteries of Dionysus had spread through various Etrurian cities 

by the third century BC, strengthening Livy's claim that the cult came from Etruria,16 and 

further support comes from excavations at Volsinii, which uncovered an underground 

Bacchic sanctuary dedicated to the Etruscan deities Fufluns and Catha, which was 

destroyed around the time of the Bacchanalian conspiracy.17 Therefore, it is certainly 

possible that the cult spread to Rome from Etruria, and that the Etruscan Fufluns was 

himself a derivative of Dionysus, known from the Greek cities of southern Italy. 

A southern route is also possible. Dionysus was well-entrenched in Magna 

Graecia, and was associated with the afterlife through his connection with Demeter and 

Persephone. In the fourth century BC, the mysteries of Dionysus were spreading quickly 

"Larissa Bonfante, "Fufluns Pacha: The Etruscan Dionysus," in Masks of Dionysus, 222. Pacha was a 
derivative of Bacchus. The Etruscans, who invented the letter "f," named Populonia (Etruscan pupluna = 
city of Fufluns) after Fufluns, and Pacha was the Etruscan equivalent of Bacchus because there was no "b" 
in their alphabet. 

' 5For the vase and mirror, see Bonfante, "Fufluns Pacha," 232; for the sarcophagus, see Graf & 
Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 161. 

16Bruni Liber Pater, 81. 
"Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 93; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 1-6, 472-517. 
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I7Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 93; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 1-6,472-517. 
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in Magna Graecia and central Italy, which were also centres of Orphic and Pythagorean 

thought,I8 and there is abundant archaeological evidence of this, including terracotta 

statues from Tarentum and Locri portraying Dionysus, and hundreds of funerary vases 

that depict Bacchic scenes: maenads and satyrs at banquets in the afterlife, sometimes 

with Dionysus as their leader, sometimes with Persephone, and often with Orpheus 

reading a scroll or playing a lyre.19 Orphic gold tablets with instructions for the afterlife 

were found at graves in Thurii, confirming that in cult practice initiates were concerned 

with the afterlife." 

It is clear, then, that the mysteries of Dionysus were well-established in southern 

Italy, and that contact with these Greek cities contributed to the emergence of the 

mysteries in Rome, but there were also significant developments in Italian cities. A fifth-

century inscription from a graveyard in Cumae stipulated that "it is not lawful for 

someone to lie here if he has not become an initiate of Dionysus,"21 indicating that 

Bacchic initiations were being performed there. A Bacchic temple at Pompeii was built in 

the third century BC (and not destroyed in 186), and it contained inscriptions of Oscan 

names that may confirm the identity of Marcus Atinius.22 There was a Bacchic healing 

shrine at Arriccia, with a dedication by someone called Duronia; she may not have been 

the same Duronia who was Aebutius' mother, who had vowed to initiate her son if he was 

healed from an illness, but the shrine does suggest that this piece of the narrative was 

plausible.23 From their point of origin in southern Italy, traces could be found of Bacchic 

"Bruhl, Liber Pater, 51-53; Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 118-120; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 
94-95. From the Archaic Period, Greeks founded colonies in Southernern Italy and brought viticulture with 
them, so Dionysiac cult naturally followed. At around the time when Thurii was founded (fifth century 
BC), Sophocles referred to Dionysus as "you who watch over famous Italy" (Sophocles, Antigone, 1195; 
see also: Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 38). 

'Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 120-121, 193-194; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 22-23; Graf & 
Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 65, 173; Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 515-516. 

"Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 159-163. 
21Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 158; Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 12. 
22B . Liber Pater, 86. 
23C/L 14.2118, cited in Briscoe, Commentary, 238; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 218-219. Near the inscription 

were found a relief statue with Bacchic motifs, including satyrs and a maenad. 
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mysteries in central Italy and Etruria. 

This suggests the question: Was the foreign origin of the cult a factor in the 

Senate's reaction? Twice in Livy's version of Postumius' speech, there is reference to the 

alien nature of the Bacchanalia — termed externis religionibus (39.15.23) and externo ritu 

(39.16.9) — but nowhere else in the text was the foreignness of the cult emphasized, and, 

in his introduction, Livy acknowledged "the Greeks' many arts, which the most learned 

people of all brought in for the cultivation of minds and bodies," in contrast with the 

deplorable activities of the unknown Greek (39.8.3). Livy used the Bacchanalian 

narrative as an example of how alien customs had contributed to Rome's moral decline, 

and Postumius' statements were written in a speech that was Livy's own composition, but 

foreign origin was not emphasized in the passages based on annalistic sources. This 

strengthens our understanding of Livy's moral message, but it weakens the argument that 

Roman officials were concerned with the alien nature of the cult. Rome, it appears, did 

not have a general policy of rejecting foreign rites, or peregrina sacra, which one author 

defined as any rites obtained by the Roman state and performed "according to the custom 

of those from whom they [were] received,"24 but Postumius contrasted externi ritus with 

"the gods whom our ancestors instituted to be worshipped, venerated, and prayed to" 

(39.15.2), a category that included peregrina sacra, and this suggests that there might 

have been a distinction between peregrina sacra and externi ritus: peregrina sacra had 

received official Roman sanction, but externi ritus had not. 

It does not appear, then, that the foreignness of the cult alone was the reason for 

the Senate's reaction, for Rome had been incorporating Greek and Etruscan rites since at 

least the sixth century BC.25 Livy himself considered the Etruscans "devoted beyond all 

24Festus, s.v. Peregrina sacra (268L), cited in Clifford Ando, The Matter of the Gods (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2008), 134. Festus distinguishes two types of peregrina sacra: those 
summoned to Rome from enemy cities in times of war, and those obtained from allies in times of peace 
through religious scruples. 

2 Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 12; Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, 11. 
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others to religious rites," especially in matters of divination,26 and the Romans learned 

augury and other methods of divination from Etruria.27 Also, Etruscan deities were freely 

incorporated into the Roman pantheon, and equivalences were found between Roman and 

Etruscan deities.28 Another possibility, in which a Latin or Etruscan deity might be 

incorporated into the Roman pantheon, was the practice of evocatio, through which 

Roman commanders invited their enemies' gods to abandon their people and come to 

Rome.29 The state was bound by an evocatio, but the rites of evoked deities remained 

peregrina sacra.3° The best example was the evocatio of Juno out of Veii in 396 BC:31

before leading the soldiers to the siege, the dictator, Camillus, prayed to "Juno Regina, 

who now lives in Veii, to come with us as victors to our city, soon to be yours, where a 

temple worthy of your majesty may receive you"; the soldiers entered her temple "more 

in the manner of worshippers than of pillagers," and she was "lightly and easily 

transferred and carried intact to the Aventine."32

As with Etruria, Rome had a long history of openness to Greek influence in 

religion, due in part to early Greek presence in central Italy.33 Though contacts with the 

26Livy 5.1.6. 
27Valerius Maximus 1.1.1; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 20. 
29Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 447; Eric M. Orlin, "Foreign Cults in Republican Rome," 

Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, 47 (2002), 12. An example of an Etruscan deity who was 
assimilated into Roman religion was Summanus. Examples of Roman deities who were equated with 
Etruscan deities include: Twan-Venus; Uni-Iuno; and Tinia-Jupiter. 

29Pliny the Elder, Natural History 28.4.18-19; Ando, Matter of the Gods, 121-122. Macrobius recorded 
the formula used to evoke the deities of Carthage, which asked its patron deities "abandon the people" and 
"forsake their places, temples, shrines and city," and come to Rome, "that our places, temples, shrines, and 
city may be more acceptable and pleasing to you" (Macrobius, Saturnalia 3.9.6-16). 

"Ando, Matter of the Gods, 130-147. Evocatio was taken so seriously that the Roman pontifices had 
secret deities, lest an enemy perform an evocatio against them. Dumezil called evocatio a "transaction of 
religious law" (Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 424-425). 

31Ando, Matter of the Gods, 130-147; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 82. Juno, who was already a 
member of the Capitoline Triad in Rome, was equivalent to Astarte, the patron deity of Carthage, and to 
Uni, the patron deity of Veii, so it is questionable just how "foreign" these evoked deities were (Dumezil, 
Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 425-426). 

32Livy 5.21.1-5, 22.3-7, 23.7. See also Valerius Maximus 1.8.3. There was a legend that they were 
reluctant to touch her image, until one of them asked the goddess if she wanted to come to Rome. 
According to legend, she either nodded or spoke assent. 

33Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 12; Wiseman, Historiography and Imagination, 8, 68. The earliest 
evidence of this includes a Greek vase with Hephaestus found in a sanctuary of Vulcan, and terracotta 
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Greek east remained minimal, Roman involvement with Greek cities in southern Italy 

increased in the fourth century. Typically, Roman armies respected the cults of their 

neighbours, and when they captured cities, the temples were often spared and the 

pontifices took charge of the continuance of cult practices at these temples.34 In 205 BC, 

however, the Senate was "indignant" when soldiers stole money from the temple of 

Persephone in Locri, so they restored the money and offered expiatory sacrifices.35 Again, 

in 173 BC, when the censor stripped the roof of a temple of Juno Lacinia in Bruttium, 

there was "an outcry in the Senate," and the tiles were returned.36 And it is clear that elite 

Roman travellers participated in Greek rites at locations in Greece,37 that official envoys 

were sent to Delphi to consult the oracle and dedicate spoils to Apollo,38 and that on 

occasion foreigners were allowed to sacrifice to Jupiter at the Capitoline in Rome.39

Likewise, Romans were not averse to incorporating Greek deities and practices 

directly into Roman religion, and from the fifth to third centuries BC, a number of 

foreign deities were welcomed. The decemviri, interpreting the Sibylline Books, often 

prescribed that foreign cults be introduced Graeco ritu ("according to the Greek rite"). 

These cults were often based on equivalences between Greek and Roman deities, and 

further Romanized by their incorporation into state cult." In 431 BC, a temple was 

depictions of Herakles, both from the sixth century BC. 
34Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 427-429. Examples in Livy include: the legendary capture 

of Alba (1.29.6), Caere in 390 BC (5.50.1-5), Praeneste in 380 BC (6.29.8-9), the temple of Mater Matuta 
in Satricum in 377 BC (6.33.4-5) and again in 346 BC (7.27.8). 

35Livy 29.8.9-11; 31.12.1-3; 31.13.1. 
36Livy 42.3.1-11. 
"Examples in Livy include: in 191 BC, Manius Acilius sacrificed to Herakles at Pyra (36.30.3); in 190 

BC, Scipio Africanus sacrificed to Athena at Ilium (37.37.2-3); Aemilius Paulus sacrificed to Apollo at 
Delphi (45.27.6-8) and to Athena at Athens (45.28.1), and made other sacrifices at Olympia (45.28.5). 

38Examples in Livy include: sending dedications to Delphi from the spoils at Veii (5.23.8-12; 5.25.7-
10; 5.28.2-5); and Quintus Fabius Pictor consulting the oracle in 216 BC, after the Battle of Cannae 
(22.57.5; 23.11.1-6); on one occasion (in 398-397 BC), the Senate refused to trust the words of an Etruscan 
soothsayer before they had heard back from an envoy to Delphi (5.15.12). 

39Examples in Livy include: ambassadors from Philip V in 191 BC (36.35.12); Milesians in 170 BC 
(43.6.410); Gallic chieftains in 169 BC (44.14.1-4); and king Prusias of Bithynia in 167 BC (44.8-17). 

° Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 27; MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans," 426. 
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40Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 27; MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans," 426. 
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dedicated to Apollo as a god of healing in response to an epidemic.41 In 293 BC, in 

response to another epidemic, envoys were sent to Epidaurus to bring the cult of 

Aesculapius to Rome, the vitality of which is indicated by votive offerings from the 

temple on Tiber Island.42 In 217 BC, a Sicilian temple of Venus was built on the 

Capitoline, though Venus was not entirely foreign, being linked as Aeneas' mother to 

Rome's Trojan heritage.43 The same year, the ludi Apolloni were first celebrated Graeco 

ritu, to secure victory in the Second Punic War,44 and in 205 BC, Magna Mater received 

official welcome from Asia Minor when her sacred stone was brought to Rome.45

There were, however, occasions when the Romans were not so accepting of 

foreign rites. Livy wrote that, in 428 BC, the Senate became concerned with itinerants 

when "superstitions, mostly foreign, took possession of [the people's] minds."46 He 

described a "secret rite" of the Samnites in 293 BC, with "the mingled slaughter of men 

and beasts" in a "dire oath" against the Romans.47 In 213 BC, "such rites, and in large 

part foreign, invaded the state" that the Senate sent the praetor urbanus to the forum to 

suppress them.48 Four years later, when Roman soldiers sacked Tarentum (which was a 

centre of Dionysiac mysteries in Magna Graecia), their general "ordered that their angry 

gods be left to the Tarentines."49 The expulsion of Greek philosophers in 155 BC and 

4IDumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 442-448; Livy 4.25.3, 29.7. 
42Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 69; Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 444; Livy 10.47.6-7; 

Sum. 11; Ovid, Metamorphoses 15.622-665; Valerius Maximus 1.8.2. There was a legend about the sacred 
serpent at the Aesculapius temple in Epidaurus, which went of its own accord onto the Roman ships, and 
then to the new Aesculapius temple at Tiber Island. 

43Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 83-84; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 8-14; Orlin, 
"Foreign Cults," 3-7. 

• 44Livy 25.12.1-10. The written prophecy of a noted seer called Marcius was brought before the Senate, 
advising that "a festival be vowed to Apollo." Nevertheless, the Senate first consulted the Sibylline Books, 
and when these confirmed the prophecy, the Senate advised that the ludi Apolloni should be performed. The 
games were not "vowed as a permanency" until 211 BC (Livy 25.11-15; 26.23.3; see also: Gruen, Greek 
Culture and Roman Policy, 14). 

"Livy 29.10.4-11.8, 14.5-14. 
46Livy 4.30.9-11. 
"Livy 10.39.16. 
"Livy 25.1.6-12. 
"Livy 27.16.8. 
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astrologers in 139 BC were also examples of Romans rejecting foreign influences.5°

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, praising Roman piety, observed that they practiced "no 

possessions, no Corybantic rites, no begging priests, no Bacchanals or secret mysteries, 

no all-night rituals of men with women in the temples"; it seems clear, then, that when 

Rome incorporated foreign deities, it did so "according to its own traditions."51

The most obviously relevant example for the sake of this analysis was the Roman 

god Liber Pater. The temple of Ceres, Liber and Libera on the Aventine was established 

in 496 BC, when the dictator Aulus Postumius, along with his magister equitum, 

Aebutius Helva, vowed the temple in battle against the Latins.52 In many ways, the triad 

was equivalent with Greek deities (Demeter, Persephone, and Dionysus), but it was not 

simply a copy: Demeter and Persephone were associated in Greek myth as mother and 

daughter, while in Roman cult, Liber and Libera were associated as husband and wife.53

In fact, the Roman Liber may have been influenced as much by Italian cult as by Greek 

cult, if not more, because the Latins worshipped Loufir or Liber as a wine deity, in 

common with Greek and Etruscan practice.54 However, by the third century BC, 

associations were clearly being made between Roman Liber and Greek Dionysus. The 

link was visible in early Latin literature, when Ennius mentioned that Liber dwelt on 

Mount Cithaeron, Naevius depicted Liber's struggle with Lycurgus, and many Bacchic 

allusions appeared in the comedies of Plautus.55 Naevius wrote that "with free (libera) 

"Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 176; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 113. 
5IDionysius of Halicamassus 2.19.2-3. 
52Dionysius of Halicarnassus 6.94.3. Nothing of the temple remains, but the cult's existence is 

indicated by early Latin inscriptions with "LUBER" or "LEIBER" (Bruhl, Liber Pater, 14-15). 
53Bruh1, Liber Pater, 36-39; Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. I, 379. 
54Bruhl, Liber Pater, 28-44; Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 379, 516. The temple was 

associated with the plebs, and the Aventine Triad was a counterpart of the Capitoline Triad, and Liber was 
seen by many as a god of freedom, perhaps influenced by Dionysus Eleutheros (Beard et al., Religions of 
Rome, 65; Barbette Spaeth, The Roman Goddess Ceres (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), 91; 
Wiseman, Unwritten Rome, 84, 234). 

55Robert Rousselle, "Liber-Dionysus in Early Roman Drama," Classical Journal 82, 3. (Feb. - Mar. 
1987), 194-197; Wiseman, Historiography and Imagination, 70: Naevius, Lycurgus 48. The story of 
Lycurgus is an old Greek myth, the earliest reference to it being in Homer's Iliad (6.129-141). 
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tongues we speak at the Liberalia's games,"56 when "old women crowned with ivy" sold 

honey-cakes and offered them to Liber on behalf of the purchasers "as sacerdotes of 

Liber."57 According to Ovid, this was related to Liber's discovery of honey, and the 

reason why women sold honey-cakes was that Liber was attended by women, the 

maenads.58 Romans may not have made this association when the cult was founded, but 

by Ovid's time, the connection between Liber and Dionysus was fully developed. Ovid 

drew from the Greek tradition of Dionysus, and Livy was aware of this tradition, but 

nowhere in his narrative of the Bacchanalian conspiracy (or in the SC de Bacchanalibus) 

was Liber mentioned. Perhaps the Romans did not yet fully equate Liber with Dionysus 

in 186 BC, or they feared that Bacchus would replace Liber, but it was neither Dionysus 

himself, nor the established Roman cult of Liber, with which the Senate conflicted. 

3.2 STRUCTURE 

As the SC de Bacchanalibus demonstrates, the Senate's main concern was the 

structure of the cult, which had operated independent from state control. As such, it was 

also separate from the official cult structure surrounding Liber Pater. In Livy's narrative, 

Hispala told the consul that "they were a great multitude, already almost another people" 

(39.13.14). Postumius expanded upon this idea, saying that "it is already bigger than ... a 

private matter" (39.16.3), and contrasted the legitimate daytime assembly with the 

nocturnal assembly of the Bacchanalia, who "gather and discuss their own safety and at 

the same time your destruction" (39.16.4). And the SC de Bacchanalibus required that 

only women could be appointed as sacerdotes, but that there could be no magister. From 

these statements, scholars have argued that the cult had a well-developed, independent 

structure similar to that of other mystery associations.59

56Naevius,fr. 27. 
57Varro, De Lingua Latina 6.14. 
"Ovid, Fasti 3.713-790. Dionysus' association with honey is attested in Greek sources (Euripides, 

Bacchae 695-711; Oppian, Cynegetica 4.265-272), and elsewhere he is associated with moisture in general 
(Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 34 (364d-365b); Pindarfr. 153). 

59Bruh1, Liber Pater, 89; Ando, Matter of the Gods, 12; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 95; Rtlpke, 
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The Bacchic organization was most likely a thiasos: the traditional organization of 

Bacchic mysteries which had its basis in myth. At Mount Nysa, Dionysus discovered the 

vine and learned initiatory rites, which he then spread through Thrace, Asia, Persia, and 

India, attended by maenads and satyrs. Everywhere they went, Dionysus established his 

mysteries, until his return to his mother's home in Thebes.6° There, according to 

Euripides' Bacchae, he drove Semele's sisters (Ino, Autonoe and Agave) mad, and they 

led the women of Thebes in "three choruses" to Mount Cithaeron, where they brutally 

slaughtered Agave's son Pentheus.6I The extent to which the Bacchae reflected actual cult 

practice in the fifth century BC, when the tragedy was first performed, is uncertain, but it 

is evident that the story influenced later cult practice. The sisterhood of three, portrayed 

by Ino, Autonoe and Agave, became a prototype for women who led thiasoi in cult.62 The 

clearest evidence is an inscription from Magnesia (221/0 BC), which recorded the 

prescription that the city "fetch maenads from the house of Cadmean Ino to establish rites 

and noble customs and found Bacchic thiasoi in the city." It named the three maenads 

who were sent from Thebes and affirmed that they established three separate thiasoi.63 An 

inscription from Cos gave rules for the sale of priesthoods and the initiation of 

priestesses, forbidding anyone but the priestess from sacrificing or performing 

initiations.64 Diodorus Siculus' statement that "in many Greek cities ... it is customary [or 

lawful] for the maidens to carry the thyrsos ... while the matrons ... sacrifice to the god 

and celebrate Bacchic rites,45 clarifies that there were different roles played by the 

Religion of the Romans, 228. 
60Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 3.4.3-5.2; Arrian, Anabasis of Alexander 5.1.1; Oppian, Cynegetica 4.277-

285; Euripides, Bacchae 1-42. 
61Euripides, Bacchae 680-689; Theocritus, Idyll 26.1-6. The best depiction of this story is in Euripides' 

Bacchae, of which part of Dionysus' final speech is lost, but it is almost certain that in the lacuna he 
establishes his mysteries, as Demeter does at the end of the second Homeric Hymn (Seaford, "Dionysiac 
Drama," 252. See Euripides, Bacchae 1323-1339; Homeric Hymn 2.473-479). 

62Dirk Obbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," in Masks of Dionysus, 68; Walter F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and 
Cult (1933), tr. R. Palmer (Dallas: Spring Publications, 1981), 172-175. 
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"SIG 1012, cited in Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 9. 
65Diodorus Siculus 4.3.3. 
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members of a thiasos. 

From these sources, we see that thiasoi were based on the three companies of 

women led by Ino, Autonoe, and Agave, so an individual thiasos was led by an individual 

female leader who performed sacrifices and initiations.66 Thiasoi operated alongside state 

cults, but they were not entirely independent from state control. The Greek thiasos was 

like a Roman collegium, in the sense that members might contribute to common funds 

used to pay for proper burials, and such organizations had independent legal status.67

Since common funds were forbidden in the SC de Bacchanalibus, and Livy described an 

organization choosing "matrons in turn as sacerdotes," one of which was Paculla Annia 

(39.13.8-9), it appears that the Bacchic organization in Rome was indeed a thiasos. Was a 

thiasos the structure the Senate had in mind when it limited membership to five people, 

and forbade a magister or male sacerdos? 

From the earliest known periods, Roman religion was controlled by the pontifices, 

to whom written directions for performing rites were entrusted: "with what victims, on 

what days, in what temple, sacrifices should be offered." Funeral rites and the 

interpretation of omens were subject to their decrees, as were questions of religious law, 

"lest there be any confusion in divine justice through the neglect of ancestral rites and the 

adoption of strange ones."68 Most ritual information was "kept by the pontifices" to "hold 

the minds of the multitudes in subjection by religion,"69 and major priesthoods were 

shared by a limited number of elite families, as a way of maintaining patrician political 

contro1.7° A major landmark in the struggle for plebeian control came in 304 BC, when 

the curule aedile "published civil law, which had been put away in the secret archives of 

66Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 51-56. Nilsson demonstrates that in the later period, the hierarchy of a 
thiasos was much more complex than in the earlier period. 

67Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 30-47. 
68Livy 1.20.5-7. Livy's record of Numa is legendary, but it contains a valuable snapshot of how the 

pon ces may have operated during the Republic. pond
6.1.10-11. 

70Rt1pke, Religion of the Romans, 29, 218. 
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the pontifices, and posted calendars on white notice-boards around the forum," giving 

birth to the pontifical annals which the first Roman historians would use. The same year, 

the people enacted a law that "no one should dedicate a temple or an altar without the 

authorization of the Senate or a majority of the tribunes of the plebs,"71 and in 299 BC, 

the plebs acquired access to the offices of augurs and decemviri.72

Pontifical control was not a matter of controlling people's beliefs or private cult 

practices, but of ensuring that public rituals were performed properly. Sacra privata were 

not strictly dichotomous with sacra publica, but existed in a symbiotic system, public and 

private mutually reinforcing each other, and as long as private cults related to families or 

collegia posed no threat to public order, they were of no public concern.73 A collegium, 

such as a burial club, was a private organization, which in many cases gathered for 

religious or convivial purposes,74 but these private religious organizations did not 

necessarily exist for solely religious reasons: in 495 BC, a temple to Mercury, associated 

with commerce, was dedicated by a Roman pleb, and in the fourth century BC, Hercules 

was adopted as a foreign cult practiced by merchants.75 Some scholars make a distinction 

between these and the Bacchanalia, which did exist for solely religious reasons, 

completely separate from any other form of association or status.76

Mystery cults, on the contrary, had a tendency of dissolving the status of initiates, 

and this was significant.77 Despite the assumptions of earlier scholars that the 

71Livy 9.46.5-7. 
72Livy 10.6.4-6, 8.2, 9.1-2; RUpke, Religion of the Romans, 229. 
73Andreas Bendlin, "Looking beyond the civic compromise," Religion in Archaic and Republican 

Rome and Italy, ed. E. Bispham & C. Smith (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2000), 121-135; Beard 
et al., Religions of Rome, 42; Robinson, Criminal Law, 74-95. 

740ne example is the inscription from Cumae, an organization that existed partly for the sake of burial 
of its members (Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 12; Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 158). 

75Dumezil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 439-440; Orlin, "Foreign Cults," 5; Beard et al., Religions 
of Rome, 66; Livy 2.21.7, 27.5-6. 

76RtIpke, Religion of the Romans, 206-207; Robinson, Criminal Law, 80; Gruen, Greek Culture and 
Roman Policy, 55. 

77Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 95-96. 

the pontifices, and posted calendars on white notice-boards around the forum," giving 

birth to the pontifical annals which the first Roman historians would use. The same year, 

the people enacted a law that "no one should dedicate a temple or an altar without the 

authorization of the Senate or a majority of the tribunes of the plebs,"71 and in 299 BC, 

77 
the plebs acquired access to the offices of augurs and decemviri. 

Pontifical control was not a matter of controlling people's beliefs or private cult 

practices, but of ensuring that public rituals were performed properly. Sacra privata were 

not strictly dichotomous with sacra publico, but existed in a symbiotic system, public and 

private mutually reinforcing each other, and as long as private cults related to families or 

collegia posed no threat to public order, they were of no public concern.73 A collegium, 

such as a burial club, was a private organization, which in many cases gathered for 

religious or convivial purposes,74 but these private religious organizations did not 

necessarily exist for solely religious reasons: in 495 BC, a temple to Mercury, associated 

with commerce, was dedicated by a Roman pleb, and in the fourth century BC, Hercules 

was adopted as a foreign cult practiced by merchants.75 Some scholars make a distinction 

between these and the Bacchanalia, which did exist for solely religious reasons, 

completely separate from any other form of association or status.76 

Mystery cults, on the contrary, had a tendency of dissolving the status of initiates, 

77 
and this was significant. Despite the assumptions of earlier scholars that the 

71Livy 9.46.5-7. 
72Livy 10.6.4-6, 8.2, 9.1-2; Rtipke, Religion of the Romans, 229. 
73Andreas Bendlin, "Looking beyond the civic compromise," Religion in Archaic and Republican 

Rome and Italy, ed. E. Bispham & C. Smith (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2000), 121-135; Beard 
et al., Religions of Rome, 42; Robinson, Criminal Law, 74-95. 

74One example is the inscription from Cumae, an organization that existed partly for the sake of burial 
of its members (Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 12; Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 158). 

75Dum6zil, Archaic Roman Religion, Vol. II, 439-440; Orlin, "Foreign Cults," 5; Beard et al., Religions 
of Rome, 66; Livy 2.21.7, 27.5-6. 

75Rtipke, Religion of the Romans, 206-207; Robinson, Criminal Law, 80; Gruen, Greek Culture and 
Roman Policy, 55. 

77Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 95-96. 



56 

Bacchanalian members "chiefly belonged to the lower classes,"78 it is clear that people of 

all classes were attracted to the mysteries, including, as Hispala informed the consul, 

"certain noble men and women" (39.13.14). Indeed, the only slave mentioned in the 

narrative was Hispala, who had been initiated as an attendant of her upper-class matron 

(39.10.5, 12.5-6). This demonstrates that both slaves and nobles were initiates,79 and this 

argument is strengthened by the fact that the priests and priestesses of Bacchic 

sanctuaries excavated in central Italy and Etruria were from the same noble classes who 

ruled their respective city-states.8° Ovid's imagery of the "howling" of "men, matrons and 

brides, commons and nobles mixed,"81 adds more poetic beauty than substance to the 

argument, but it reflects the perception of Ovid's contemporaries, including Livy, that a 

thiasos was a multi-class affair. The clearest proof that members of the Roman 

Bacchanalia were, if not wealthy, then at least Roman citizens, is the fact that there were 

trials; if they had been slaves, then they would not have been tried by the praetor 

urbanus, but summarily executed under domestic jurisdiction.82

3.3 MAENADS 

Hispala's description of "matrons in the costume of Bacchae, with hair tossed 

about" (39.13.12) is the only explicit reference in Livy's narrative to maenads, and 

though brief, it does accord with what other evidence suggests about them. In addition to 

the multitude of images of maenads and satyrs on Greek pottery, there are abundant 

literary sources that describe maenads. Diodorus Siculus wrote that the "Bacchic bands of 

women" who gathered to honour Dionysus were "imitating the maenads."83 When 

78Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 21. 
790ne could also mention the wife of Spartacus, the leader of a slave revolt, who was "a prophetess, 

and subject to Dionysiac frenzy" (Plutarch, Crassus 8.2-3), in contrast with Philip and Olympias, the 
parents of Alexander the Great, who were also initiates (Plutarch, Alexander 2.1-2). 

"Pallier, Bacchanalia, 517. 
810vid, Metamorphoses 3.526-530. 
82Robinson, Criminal Law, 15. 
83Diodorus Siculus 4.3.3. The mythical origin of the maenads was "the tripping Corybants" who 

surrounded the boy Dionysus "with their child-cherishing dance" to conceal him from Hera's wrath 
(Nonnos, Dionysiaca 9.140-154). 
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Dionysus left Mount Nysa to spread his rites, he was continually surrounded by maenads, 

nymphs and satyrs." In Euripides' Bacchae, a messenger reported that "first they let their 

hair fall loose on their shoulders, and having loosened their straps, they fastened their 

fawn-skins with writhing snakes that licked their cheeks," and "crowned their hair with 

leaves, ivy and oak and flowering bryony."85 Such imagery was echoed by Latin poets 

from Ennius to Ovid. Ennius referred to a "gathering of girls" singing "euhoe," a Latin 

version of the classic Bacchic chant, euoi.86 Naevius described "thyrsos-bearing 

Bacchae" wearing snakes on their heads, "with gowns and golden edgings, soft saffron 

dresses, and mourning clothes."87 Catullus described "Thyades crying euhoe with flying 

hair,"88 and Horace described the maenads' hair bound "with harmless knot of 

serpents."89 In Ovid's Metamorphoses, Procne disguised herself as a maenad by putting 

on "the array of frenzy; her head was covered with vines, a deer-skin hung from her left 

side." When she rescued her sister Philomela, she dressed her "in the costume of a 

Bacchante" with "leaves of ivy."90 It seems clear that Livy was familiar with descriptions 

such as these and had these images in mind when he wrote his account of the 

Bacchanalia. 

The actions of maenads was graphically described in Euripides' Bacchae, when 

the chorus cried, "to the mountain," where "the Bacchante rouses her swift-footed limbs 

with leaps."91 The messenger told Pentheus that he had seen the maenads suckle gazelles 

and young wolves. While "one struck her thyrsos on a rock, from which a fountain of 

"In the only surviving satyr play, the chorus of satyrs, trapped by the Cyclops, laments its absence 
from the Dionysiac throng, crying, "not here the dance, or the women whirling the thyrsos, or the timbrels 
shaken" (Euripides, Cyclops 64-75). 

"Euripides, Bacchae 695-703. 
"Ennius, Athamas fr. 128-132. 
"Naevius, Lycurgus 25, 33-34, 39. 
88Catullus 64.390-393. 
89Horace, Odes 2.19.17-20. 
900vid, Metamorphoses 6.587-600. 
91Euripides, Bacchae 116, 165, 167; c.f. 1091-1094. 
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cool water sprung out," others drew wine, milk and honey from the ground.92 Signalled 

by their leaders, they "waved their thyrsoi for the Bacchic revel," crying out to Dionysus, 

and "everything ran with them."93 The messenger saw "one tearing apart a well-fed calf 

with her hands, still bellowing with fright, and others tearing mature heifers to pieces." 

Bulls were "thrown down to the ground" as maenads "flew like birds across the spreading 

fields," pillaging and destroying everything in their path.94

It would be unreasonable to conclude from Bacchae that in cult practice maenads 

tore animals apart with their bare hands, possessed of supernatural strength, or performed 

wine-related miracles with their thyrsoi, and the extent to which maenads in cult mirrored 

the wildness of the maenads in myth has been questioned by various scholars, who 

suggest that myth was enacted in cult, but that there were major differences. Maenads in 

cult did escape into the mountains to dance in processions to Dionysus, but they did not 

tear apart animals with their bare hands, and when the rituals were done, they went home 

and returned to normal life.95 The closest correlation between myth and cult, and the most 

characteristic activity of maenads in myth, was simply the dancing to the sounds of the 

Dionysiac chorus, the drums and cymbals and cries of euoi.96 This is seen in Latin poetry 

that describes dancing maenads with thyrsoi whirling to the sounds of the "wild cries of 

revellers."97

Though we do not have a comprehensive picture of maenadic practice, there are 

scattered clues in Greek sources. Demosthenes mocked an opponent's participation in the 

mysteries of Dionysus Sabazius, describing his activities at both nocturnal rituals 

92Euripides, Bacchae 695-711. Horace invoked the scene of a "fountain of wine, rich streams of milk, 
and honey pouring from hollow tree trunks," and asked Liber, "dreaded for your mighty thyrsos," to spare 
him (Horace, Odes 2.19.5-12). 

"Euripides, Bacchae 714-727. 
94Euripides, Bacchae 733-760. 
" Otto, Dionysus, 16; Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 121. 
%Euripides, Phoenician Women 645-655, 1751-1757; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 9.140-154; 24.123-142. 
"For Latin references to dancing, see Propertius, Elegies 1.3.5-6; 2.3.17-18; Virgil, Aeneid 7.389-391. 

For references to "shrill cries," see Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.528-530, 3.701-703. 
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92Euripides, Bacchae 695-711. Horace invoked the scene of a "fountain of wine, rich streams of milk, 
and honey pouring from hollow tree trunks," and asked Liber, "dreaded for your mighty thyrsos," to spare 
him (Horace, Odes 2.19.5-12). 

93Euripides, Bacchae 714-727. 
^Euripides, Bacchae 733-760. 
95Otto, Dionysus, 16; Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 121. 
^Euripides, Phoenician Women 645-655, 1751-1757; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 9.140-154; 24.123-142. 
97For Latin references to dancing, see Propertius, Elegies 1.3.5-6; 2.3.17-18; Virgil, Aeneid 7.389-391. 

For references to "shrill cries," see Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.528-530, 3.701-703. 
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("clothing initiates in fawn-skins and drinking from krateres and performing 

purifications") and daytime rituals ("leading the beautiful thiasoi through the streets, 

crowned with fennel and white poplar," shouting euoi saboi).98 An inscription from 

Miletus (third century BC) marked the grave of a local maenad, reminding the "Bacchae 

of the city" that "she led [them] to the mountain and carried all the sacred objects and 

implements, marching in procession before the whole city."99 "Imitating the maenads," 

the maidens of the thiasoi of "many Greek cities" would "carry the thyrsos" and "frenzy 

together, chanting euoi and honouring the god,"1°° and the Thyiades of Delphi and Athens 

were accustomed "to hold choruses at places" in their processions to Mount Parnassus!°' 

The picture that emerges is of women dressing in costumes of fawn-skin and leaves, 

carrying thyrsoi as they danced in public processions and sang hymns. There were also 

libations, purifications and sacred items, which were routine in ancient ritual. The 

frenzied procession was a re-enactment of events in myth, followed by a sacrifice and 

feast. 

The Romans were no exception when it came to ritual performances of myths, but 

to be called a Bacchante was an insult to them, denoting moral degeneration and terrible 

behaviour. Numerous references to Bacchantes in the comedies of Plautus (c. 205-184 

BC) demonstrate this pejorative perception, where characters associated Bacchantes with 

madness and violence,102 and his Roman audience was clearly familiar with Dionysus, 

• since Bacchic references were fleetmg.103 Examples include a drunk man who ravished a 

maiden at a Dionysiac festiva1,1" and a character pretending to be mad by yelling, 

98Demosthenes, De Corona 256-260. 
"Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 148. The phrase "to the mountain" (eis oros) echoed the cry of the 

chorus in Bacchae (116, 165), which may indicate that the play influenced cult practice. 
1°°Diodorus Siculus 4.3.3. 
1°IPausanias 10.4.3, 32.7. 
1°2Plautus, Amphitruo 703-705; Plautus, Aulularia 408-409; Plautus, Bacchides 53, 371. 
I°3Plautus expected the audience to be familiar with Dionysus' association with wine (Plautus, Stichus 

660-661, 699-700), the story of Pentheus' dismemberment (Plautus, Mercator 468-473), and the fact that 
secrets were kept in mystery associations (Plautus, Miles Gloriosus 1015-1016). 

I04Plautus, Cistellaria 89-93, 156-161. 
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"Euhoe! Bacchus! Brornios!"1°5 In Casina, Cleostrata asked her husband why he was not 

wearing his cloak, and he answered, "Bacchae, by Hercules." She refused to believe him 

because "there are no Bacchante revels now."106 From all of these Bacchic references, it 

seems clear that the Senate did not suddenly discover the cult, but had known about it and 

tolerated it for some time, despite the disgraceful reputation of the Bacchanals reflected 

in Plautus.1°7

3.4 MADNESS AND PROPHECY 

In Livy's narrative, Hispala told the consul that "men, as if their minds had been 

captured, prophesied with fanatical tossing of their bodies" (39.13.12), and Postumius 

told the contio about "fanatics, inspired by sleeplessness, wine, noise and shouts at night" 

(39.15.9). In other words, the Bacchanalia were an ecstatic cult in which members uttered 

prophecies in mystical states of consciousness. Dionysus was, after all, a god of ecstasy, 

madness and prophecy. In Bacchae, Thebes was "roused to shouts of joy"108 and the 

chorus called the maenads to the mountain, "where the feminine crowd waits ... driven 

mad by Dionysus."1°9 Tiresias told Pentheus that "the daimon is a mantis,"11° and in 

Euripides' Hecuba, Polymnestor received an oracle from "our Thracian prophet, 

Dionysus."111

Dionysiac prophecy was manifested by Bacchic madness, of which there was a 

rich record in the myths surrounding Dionysus. The name of the maenads was based on a 

Greek verb that meant to rave in madness (mainomai),112 and Dionysus was given the 

IssPlautus, Menaechmei 835-839. 
106Plautus, Casina 977-982. Because of this scene, scholars are not sure whether Casina was produced 

before or after 186 BC, because of the possible implication in the text that the Senate had banned the 
Bacchae (Rousselle, "Liber-Dionysus," 193-195). 

I07Beard et aL, Religions of Rome, 93; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 51. 
io sEuripides, Bacchae 23-24. 
Isturipides, Bacchae 116-119. 
"turipides, Bacchae 298-305. 
" Euripides, Hecuba 1266-1267. 
" 2Homer, Iliad 22.460; Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 2.2.2; Philostratus, Imagines 1.19.1; Pausanias 

10.32.7. 
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epithet gunaimanes ("causing women to be mad").113 Lycurgus was "the first who 

insulted and expelled him," driving Dionysus to take refuge in the sea with Thetis, but 

Dionysus returned and drove Lycurgus mad, causing him to kill his son.114 The three 

daughters of Proetus were driven mad when they rejected Dionysus' rites, so they 

"abandoned their houses, destroyed their own children, and roamed into the desert."115

Dionysus punished the sisters of Semele, who denied his divine origin, by driving them 

mad, so in their mania they ran to the mountain.116 Discovering Pentheus, Agave "was 

foaming at the mouth and twisting her eyes, not thinking as she ought to think, possessed 

by Bacchus" as she and her sisters tore her son to pieces.117 Through divine madness, 

they did not simply commit random violence, but violence against their own families. 

Divine madness involved not only violent outbursts, but also illusions, which 

could have been symbolic of initiates' visionary experiences. Lycurgus thought his son 

was a vine, and Agave thought her son was a bull. When Pentheus became "cruelly 

mad,"118 he tied up a bull in a stable, thinking it was Dionysus, and destroyed his own 

palace.119 Dionysus convinced him to disguise himself and spy on the maenads, and as 

they went to Mount Cithaeron, Pentheus saw "two suns and two Thebes, two cities with 

seven gates, and you appear to be a bull."120 Dionysus replied that Pentheus saw things as 

they were,121 and suggested the effect of madness on his identity: when Pentheus ordered 

Dionysus' arrest, Dionysus said to him, "You do not know why you live, or what you are 

113 Homeric Hymns 1.17; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 16.229. 
114Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 3.5.1; In the Homeric version (Iliad 6.129-141), Lycurgus did not kill his 

wife and son, but was made blind. 
115Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 2.2.2; cf. Bacchylides, Epinician Odes 11.40-112. They were eventually 

cured by a seer named Melampus (Diodorus Siculus 4.68.4; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 25.21.47). 
116Euripides, Bacchae 32-33; cf: Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 3.5.2. 
117Euripides, Bacchae 1122-1136; cf. Theocritus, Idyll 26.15-26; Ovid, Metamorphoses 4.429-431. She 

paraded his dismembered head through Thebes, and when Cadmus helped her shake off her madness, she 
realized the extent of her misfortune and renounced maenadism (Euripides, Bacchae 1258-1301). 

118Euripides, Bacchae 326-327. 
119Euripides, Bacchae 585-634. 

-tun. p ides, Bacchae 918-922; cf. Virgil, Aeneid 4.469-470. 
121Euripides, Bacchae 923. 
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doing, or who you are,"122 but when he saw Dionysus as a bull, Dionysus said, "before 

you did not have sound thoughts, but now you think as you must."I23 Divine madness 

inverted the distinction between sane and insane, for only when Pentheus was overcome 

with Dionysiac madness did he understand who either of them was. 

The relationship between madness and prophecy, as Strabo viewed it, was that 

"ecstasy seems to have a certain divine inspiration and to be much like that of the 

mantis."124 Plato wrote of the "good things that come to us through madness," which 

offered a "release from present evils."125 Bacchae spoke "by divine influence," similar to 

poetic inspiration because they were "possessed, and not in their senses."I26 Scholars 

have attempted to explain how this worked by looking at modem possession cults and 

shamanic practices,I27 which correlate with Plato's explanation of Corybantic remedies. 

They would "overpower them with flute-playing ... as a remedy moving with dance and 

song." This was thought to overpower "the internal motion of fear and frenzy," bringing 

the Bacchae to "a sound state of mind instead of a frenzied condition."128 The actions 

described were similar to shamanic rituals, but Walter Otto rejected this argument 

because "the priest remained completely in the background, and the orgies [were] an 

affair of the cornmunity."129 His understanding of Dionysiac ecstasy centered around the 

experience of divine epiphany, leading him to exclaim, "A god who is mad! A god, part 

of whose nature it is to be insane!"130

122Euripides, Bacchae 502. 
123Euripides, Bacchae 950. 
' 24Strabo, Geographia 10.3.9. 
125P1ato, Phaedrus 244a-e. In this dialogue, Socrates later concludes that madness came from four 

gods: prophetic from Apollo, poetic from the Muses, erotic from Aphrodite, and "mystic madness by 
Dionysus" (265b). 

' 26Plato, Ion 533e-534a. 
I27Seaford suggests possession cults (Seaford, Dionysus, 105), and West suggests shamanism (West, 

Orphic Poems, 4). 
128Plato, Laws 7.790d-7.791b. 
1290tt.. o Dionysus, 126. 
170Ibid., 135-136. Although at times Otto seemed to cross the line from scholarship to devotional 

material, he pinpointed the madness of Dionysus precisely by suggesting that "we must not inquire into the 
reasons why they are distraught and wild, but we must ask, rather, what divine madness means" (emphasis 
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There is evidence of ecstatic madness in Greek cult practice. At the Agrionia, 

"women possessed by Bacchic frenzies rush straightway for ivy and tear it to pieces," and 

"clutching it in their hands they eat it with their teeth," according to Plutarch, who 

reasoned that ivy possessed an "exciting and disturbing breath of madness, displaces and 

agitates people, and generally brings on a wine-less drunkenness and joy in those who are 

precariously disposed toward inspiration."131 This may have been a ritual re-enactment of 

the violence seen in Bacchae, or it may have been that some maenads induced ecstatic 

madness through psychotropic plants. There were Bacchic oracles in the Greek world: 

Herodotus mentioned an "oracle of Dionysus" in Thrace, where a priestess "utters the 

oracle as at Delphi,"132 of which Macrobius was aware centuries later, adding that "the 

soothsayers drink large draughts of wine before delivering their prophecies."I33

Established Roman divination was more systematic than ecstatic, though, mainly 

practiced through augury and the interpretation of omens by use of the Sibylline Books, 

and Cicero distinguished between two kinds of divination: one dependant on art, and the 

other on nature. Diviners who used art "learned the known by observation" and sought 

"the unknown by interpretation," while diviners who used nature were "unaided by 

reason or interpretation" and spoke "under the influence of mental excitement."134 Cicero 

argued that "true prophecies" could be made through "madness, which occurs when the 

soul is removed from the body and is aroused by a divine impulse,"135 and he recalled 

that "among the ancients those who ruled the state likewise controlled augury.,,136 Numa 

was said to have taught the pontifices "prodigies manifested by lightning or other visible 

his). 
"'Plutarch, Roman Questions 112 (291a-b). 
' 32Herodotus 7.111. 
' 33Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.18.1. 
' 34Cicero, De Divinatione 1.6.12, 18.34. Cicero believed that the Romans excelled in prophecy beyond 

the Greeks, for almost nothing out of the ordinary was done before first taking the auspices (Cicero, De 
Divinatione 1.1.1, 16.28). 

'"Cicero, De Divinatione 1.31.66-67. 
' 36Cicero, De Divinatione 1.40.89. 
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signs."137 The Senate took omens and prodigies seriously, and Livy recorded the annual 

expiations of omens, admitting that "a certain religious scruple keeps me from regarding 

what those wisest men thought worthy of public concern as something unworthy to be 

reported in my history."138 The Sibylline books could only be consulted by the decemviri 

at the request of the Senate, and this office was the prerogative of patricians until 299 BC, 

when the plebs had attained access to the offices of the pontifices, decemviri and 

augurs.139

Rogue sacrificuli and vates operated on a smaller, private scale, and in 213 BC, 

the state took action against them. Having "taken hold of people's minds," the influence 

of rogue prophecy spread until the praetor ordered the destruction of "books of 

prophecies or prayers or the art of sacrificing."I40 Scholars view the events of 213 BC as 

a turning point in Roman reaction to alien cults and private divination, and a precursor to 

the Bacchanalian conspiracy.141 The arrest of Bacchantes, who "prophesied with fanatical 

tossing of their bodies" (39.13.12), was a continuance of this emerging pattern of 

senatorial control over divination. It continued when astrologers were expelled from 

Rome in 139 BC,142 and the pattern had not abated by Livy's time. In 12 BC, Augustus as 

pontifex maximus burned more than two thousand "prophetic books of Greek or Latin 

origin ... and retained only the Sibylline books."143 Livy's narratives of the suppression of 

sacrificuli and vates in 213 and 186 BC agreed with this Augustan initiative. 

3.5 INITIATION 

By mentioning the prophecies of madmen, Livy enhanced his negative 

137Livy 1.20.7. 
I38Livy 43.13.1-2. 
' 39Livy 10.6.4-6, 8.2, 9.1-2; RUpke, Religion of the Romans, 229. The numbers went from 4 augurs and 

4 pontifices to 9 augurs and 8 pontifices, the new members being plebs. 
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characterization of the Bacchanalia, but transmitted what may have been an accurate 

detail about Bacchic practice in Rome. The same was true in his repeated references to 

initia ("initiatory rites"),144 the means by which a maenad attained the status within a 

thiasos necessary to participate in the Bacchic frenzy. Duronia insisted that Aebutius 

abstain from sex for ten days, after which she would conduct him to a banquet, a ritual 

purification, and then to the shrine (39.9.4). During the quaestio, the conspirators "left in 

chains" were those "who had been initiated and had made prayers according to the ritual 

formula, the priest dictating the words, in which the impious coniuratio to all vice and 

lust was contained" (39.18.3). Here we find the word that truly concerned the Romans: 

coniuratio. If initiates were making oaths of loyalty to a Bacchic thiasos, then initiation 

may have been one of the factors that led to the suppression of the cult. 

Initiation had a long history in Greek religion, deeply rooted in the mysteries of 

Demeter at Eleusis, in which Iacchus was a name given to both Dionysus and the leader 

of initiations.145 Orpheus was widely credited as the legendary founder of all mystery 

rites, having introduced them into Thrace as a favour to Cadmus.146 Athenaeus said that 

teletai ("initiations") were accompanied by mystikes ("mystic rites"),147 and such 

terminology was being applied to Dionysiac rites by the fifth century BC, as Euripides' 

Bacchae demonstrates!" Herodotus referred to Orphic and Bacchic initiations as 

evidence that they were "Egyptian and Pythagorean," for initiates were not allowed to be 

"buried in wool clothing."149 He told the story of Scyles, king of Scythia, who was 

initiated into Bacchic mysteries, but was overthrown because the Scythians thought it 

144Livy 39.8.5; 10.6; 13.5, 8-9, 14; 14.8; 15.13-14; 18.3. Although Gruen (Greek Culture and Roman 
Policy, 63) and Seaford (Dionysus, 59) were sceptical about Livy's portrayal of the cult, they took his use of 
the word initia as signifying initiatory practices that corresponded to Greek mystery rites. 

145Strabo, Geographia 10.3.10. 
146Diodorus Siculus 1.23.2; 5.64.4, 75.4; Euripides, Rhesus 943-973. The people of Aegina claimed 

that the mystic rites at their temple of Dionysus were personally established by Orpheus (Pausanias 2.30.1). 
147Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.40d. 
148=-•b •urlp ides, Bacchae 233-238, 259-262. In the play's introduction, Dionysus specifies that he has 

come to Thebes because the people were "uninitiated into my Bacchic mysteries" (40). 
149Herodotus 2.81. 
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unreasonable "to seek out a god who leads men on to madness."15°

Scholars have offered a variety of explanations for initiations into ancient 

mysteries, the two most prevalent involving communality and eschatology. By setting 

aside daily routine and participating in rites with people of various statuses, initiates were 

brought into the "group consciousness" of the maenads. Seaford argued that this 

"symbolic reversal of the civilized structure of the polls" was a "rite of passage" into a 

community through ritual re-enactments, but it could conflict with "loyalty to the wider 

community."15I Mysteries were not exclusive, alternate religions, but optional 

supplements, in addition to the state and family cults of the initiates, and some people 

were initiated into both Bacchic and Eleusinian mysteries.152 Initiation was also a "pre-

enactment of death,"153 as indicated by the "sequence of mourning followed by joy" in 

most mysteries.154 Plutarch wrote that the experience of death was like initiation into 

mysteries, where "in the beginning there is wandering," and "every terror, shivering and 

trembling and sweating and amazement," but then "an amazing light" meets the initiate, 

who "walks at large in new freedom, now complete and initiated, and being crowned, 

celebrates rites, and is joined with holy and pure men."155 Initiates at Eleusis 

commemorated Demeter's search for Persephone, passing through two stages, from terror 

to joy.156 They expected advantages from their patron deity in the afterlife, for "whoever 

goes uninitiated and un-purified to Hades will lie in mud, but he who arrives there 

initiated and purified will dwell with the gods. For as they say about the mysteries, 'the 

150Herodotus 4.78-80. 
15ISeaford, Dionysus, 32-35, 47-49. 
'52Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 3-4; Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 120-121. 
' 53Seaford, Dionysus, 113. 
►54Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 75. Seaford argued that "the experiences of Pentheus seem to 

express the subjective aspect of initiation" (Richard Seaford, "Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac 
Mysteries," Classical Quarterly 31, 2 (1981), 256), but Graf and Johnston thought this interpretation, based 
on a mythical source, was "fraught with problems" (Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 141). 

155Plutarch,fragment 178; cf. Plutarch, Progress in Virtue 81d-e. 
' 56Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 94; Eva Stehle, "Thesmophoria and Eleusinian Mysteries," in 

Finding Persephone, 176; Robert Parker, "The 'Hymn to Demeter' and the 'Homeric Hymns'," Greece & 
Rome, Second Series, 38, 1 (Apr. 1991), 8. 
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thyrsos-bearers are many, but the mystics few'."157 The Orphic gold tablets contained 

passwords and instructions for the deceased, who as mystes and teletes looked forward to 

help from Persephone or Dionysus.158 The afterlife was not the chief or only concern of 

mystics, for they also were initiated into a social group of fellow practitioners. 

Though Bacchic initiations were often performed by itinerant ritual specialists for 

a fee, they were not always done by professionals, but in most cases were performed by 

the priestess of a local thiasos.I59 Livy left clues about the initiation ritual: after ten days 

of sexual abstinence, they were taken to a shrine (39.9.4), where initiates "made their 

prayers in accordance with the ritual formula, the priest dictating the words" (39.18.3). 

The ten days of sexual abstinence correlated with the same requirement in the mysteries 

of Isis and Ceres,16° and other elements of this ritual are not surprising. Bacchic initiates 

carried thyrsoi and wore special clothing: ivy, a wreath of poplar (which was a chthonic 

tree), and linen funeral dress.161 Other members danced around them with drums and 

cymbals, mimicking the Corybantes in their dance around Dionysus.162 However, many 

elements of initiation rituals remain unknown, partly because they were kept secret, and 

partly because the sources are in fragments. 

The Bacchanalia were not the Romans' first encounter with initiations. Ceres was 

a uniquely Roman conglomerate of Italian and Greek cult, but in the third century BC, 

Rome imported the initia Cereris (mysteries of Demeter) from Magna Graecia,163 and 

from here, priestesses were also brought to ensure that the rituals were conducted Graeco 

157Plato, Phaedo 69c-d. 
158Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 140. 
159Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 161. Aristophanes referred to a fee of three drachmas 

for the sacrifice of a pig at an initiation, which gives us an indication of what average fees might have been 
(Aristophanes, The Peace 374-375). Examples of priestesses performing initiations include: the priestesses 
at Miletus, who were required to pay a fee to the official priestess of Dionysus (Nilsson, Dionysiac 
Mysteries, 6-7); and the mother of Demosthenes' opponent, whom he had assisted "in her initiations, 
readinstre service-book while she performed the ritual" (Demosthenes, De Corona 256). 

urkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 107. 
161

Graf, "Orphic Eschatology," 244; Seaford, "Dionysiac Drama," 258-261; West, Orphic Poems, 159. 
162Strabo, Geographia 10.3.13; Plato, Euthydemus 277d-e; West, Orphic Poems, 166-168. 
'63Spaeth, Ceres, xiv, 59-60; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 70-71. 
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ritu.164 These rites operated separately from the traditional cult of Ceres, Liber and 

Libera, and were respected in the Late Republic, with initiates including Sulla and 

Cicero.165 Likewise, the mystery cult of Magna Mater (Kybele) was accepted by Rome 

with great honour and festivity in 205 BC, when the Sibylline books were consulted in 

response to omens. The oracle pronounced that Rome's enemies (Carthage) would be 

defeated "if the Idaean Mother should be carried from Pessinus to Rome."I66 Having sent 

envoys, they consulted the oracle at Delphi, which confirmed that the Idaean Mother 

would indeed grant them victory, if she were received by the best man in the state.167

This, they decided, was Scipio Nasica, so he was sent to Ostia "to meet the goddess" and 

carry her from the ship. He handed the stone to "the foremost matrons in the state," and 

they passed the stone to a temple on the Aventine.I68 The reception of Magna Mater 

received favourable comments in Latin literature, from Cato the Elder to Augustine.I69

She was connected with Rome's Trojan roots,'" and in this sense was not entirely 

foreign, but her rites were considered peregrina sacra and subjected to Roman contro1.171

The praetors performed annual sacrifices according to Roman customs, but "the priest 

and priestess [were] Phrygians, and they [but not Roman citizens] [went] in procession 

through the city as begging priests."172

'Cicero, Pro Balbo 55; Valerius Maximus 1.1.1; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 70-71. 
'65Spaeth, Ceres, 60; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 422; cf Cicero, Letters to Atticus 6.1, where Cicero asks 

Atticus the date of the mysteries at Rome. Cicero proposed a set of "laws concerning religion," and asserted 
that no one should be initiated into anyting "except into the Greek rites of Ceres" (Cicero, De Legibus 
2.8.19-9.22). Augustus, having been initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries at Athens, was "sitting in 
judgment about the privileges of the priests of Attic Ceres, in which some secrets were exposed," so he 
dismissed his councillors and spectators to protect the privacy of the mysteries (Suetonius, Divine Augustus 
93). 

''Livy 29.10.4-6. 
167L ivy u 29.10.7-10; Varro, De Lingua Latina 6.15; Ovid, Fasti 4.260-272. 
168. •vyLi 29.14.5-14; cf. Valerius Maximus 1.8.11. 
I69Cato praised the virtue of the matrons who received the goddess (Livy 34.1.1-34.8.3), and Augustine 

tacitly acknowledged Scipio Nasica as "the best of men" (City of God 2.5). Scipio Nasica personally 
considered it his greatest honour (Livy 35.10.9; 36.40.8-9). See also Propertius, Elegies 4.11.50-54. 

176Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 16-19; Dionysius of Halicarnassus 1.61.4; Virgil, Aeneid 
3.90-120; 7.135-140; 9.80-84; 10.220-224; Ovid, Fasti 4.251-254. 

17IFestus, s.v. Peregrina sacra (268L), cited in Ando, Matter of the Gods, 134. 
InDionysius of Halicarnassus 2.19.4-5. See also: Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 97. One Roman who 
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By Livy's time, the mystery rites of Isis were also being practiced in and around 

Rome, though at various times during the Late Republic and Early Principate, these 

Egyptian rites had been banned from the city, so at first, Isis did not receive a good 

reception, perhaps because Augustus associated her with Antony.173 The Bacchanalian 

conspiracy influenced Roman reactions to the mysteries of Isis, rather than the other way 

around, but both sets of events influenced Livy's ideas about initiation. Ceres, through the 

antiquity of Demeter at Eleusis, and Magna Mater, through Kybele's ancient connection 

with Troy, received more favourable responses. Bacchus and Isis were introduced 

through private organizations, but Ceres and Kybele were introduced through state action. 

However, in 186 BC, the initia of the Bacchanalia were also given an application process 

through the SC de Bacchanalibus, by which they could receive legitimate state sanction. 

It seems, then, that the Romans were not opposed to mystery initiations in general, but 

they wanted to maintain control over what religious organizations offered these 

initiations. 

3.6 SECRECY 

One important element of initiations which the Romans wanted to control was 

secrecy. Livy's unknown Greek was a "high priest of secret and nocturnal rites" (39.8.4). 

The initia of the Bacchanalia "first were handed over to a few" (39.8.5), and the size of 

the city "concealed" them (39.9.1). When Hispala warned Aebutius about the cult, she 

was afraid to declare "what should be kept silent" (39.10.5), and when she was 

questioned by the consul, she feared "the gods, whose secret initiations she disclosed," 

and the reaction of other initiates (39.13.5). Hispala, then, was afraid to reveal the rites 

had become a gallus (a devotee of Kybele whose initiation involved castration) tried to regain his inherited 
property, but he was overturned because "by voluntarily castrating himself," they thought he "should not be 
considered as belonging among men or women" (Valerius Maximus 7.7.6). Although it was unacceptable 
for Roman citizens to be initiated in the cult of Kybele, when Romans encountered galli, they treated them 
with respect and sometimes regarded the encounter as an omen (Livy 37.9.9-10; 38.18.9). 

173Dio Cassius 53.2.4; 54.6.6; Suetonius, Tiberius 3.36; Tacitus, Annales 2.85; Valerius Maximus 1.3.4. 
See also Juvenal, who calls her "the wanton Isis" (Satires 6.487-489). 
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for Roman citizens to be initiated in the cult of Kybele, when Romans encountered galli, they treated them 
with respect and sometimes regarded the encounter as an omen (Livy 37.9.9-10; 38.18.9). 

173Dio Cassius 53.2.4; 54.6.6; Suetonius, Tiberius 3.36; Tacitus, Annates 2.85; Valerius Maximus 1.3.4. 
See also Juvenal, who calls her "the wanton Isis" (Satires 6.487-489). 
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because of both human and divine reprisal, and, if she was truly familiar with the 

mysteries, she had good reasons to feel this way. 

Secrecy was a common feature of mystery cults, including the mysteries of 

Dionysus, as when Pentheus asked Dionysus "what form" the mysteries took, and he 

replied that "they are not to be told to uninitiated mortals."174 Public Dionysiac festivals 

were often accompanied by secret rituals, !75 and Plutarch was aware of a "secret 

sacrifice" performed in Delphi: believing that the remains of Dionysus were buried near 

the oracle, devotees annually would "wake the god of the mystic basket."I76 Pausanias 

was familiar with a nocturnal ritual in which the Argives invoked Dionysus out of the 

Alcyonian Lake, but he thought "it is not permitted to me to write [about this] to 

everyone."I77 He also knew of two temples of Dionysus where images were kept in 

secret.I78 There seem to have been mystic chests filled with ritual items used in 

initiations: Theocritus mentioned Ino, Autonoe and Agave taking "sacred items" out of a 

"mystic chest" and laying them on the altar, "on which the uninitiated do not look,"179 but 

which Clement of Alexandria, the Christian apologist, was happy to revea1.180 The 

mysteries of Dionysus involved the performance of rites known only to initiates, and in 

some places, secret images and chests of secret items were used. 

Scholars have offered various explanations about why secrecy was valued in 

mystery cults. Burkert argued that the secrecy was "artificial" but "necessary," for 

violation of secrecy did no harm, but protection of secrecy added prestige to the 

I74Euripides, Bacchae 471-472. See also Homeric Hymn 2.473-479, where Demeter establishes at 
Eleusis "awful mysteries which no one may in any way transgress or pry into or utter, for deep awe of the 
gods checks the voice." 

I75Seaford, Dionysus, 88. E.g., the Anthesteria and Lenaia. 
176Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 35 (364e-365b). See also Plutarch, Greek Questions 12 (293d). 
177Pausanias 2.37.5-6. 
1780ne was at Sicyon (Pausanias 2.7.5), and the other was at Bryseae, near Mount Taygetus (Pausanias 

3.20.3). At Bryseae, there was an image out in the open, but the image in the temple was accessible only to 
women, who performed the rites. 

I 79Theocritus, 441 26.1-14. 
180Clement of Alexandria, Protreptikon 2.13. 
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initiations. The mysteries were also arrheta ("unspeakable") in another sense, in which 

"what was central and decisive was not accessible to verbalization," mystical 

understandings expressed through allegories, which even for initiates were 

indescribable.I81 Strabo may have held a similar opinion when he wrote that secrecy 

"causes reverence for the divine, imitating its nature, it escapes perception."182 Secrecy 

implied both senses: certain aspects of the rituals were kept secret, and initiates gained 

access to hidden mystical knowledge. Part of the reason why some rituals were 

considered secret by male authors was that they were exclusively women's rituals, and 

the Romans inflicted harsh penalties when the secrecy of women's shrines was 

violated.183 Cicero accused Verres of sending slaves to rob a shrine of Ceres to which 

men were not allowed, drawing attention to the disgrace of "laying [his] hands upon 

those things from which the laws of religion told [him] even to avert [his] eyes."184 Men 

were forbidden from the shrine of Bona Dea, but in 62 BC, Publius Clodius was charged 

with sacrilege because he "assumed the clothing and equipment of a lute-girl and went to 

the festival, looking like a young woman."I85

Secret women's rituals posed no threat to the state because women had no political 

power, but the Senate was intolerant of secret gatherings of men. In the first secessio (495 

BC), the patricians were afraid that the "secret gatherings and conferences" of the plebs 

would bring destruction to the state.I86 Livy described a horrifying secret oath taken by 

Samnite soldiers against the Romans (293 BC), in which the blood of animal and human 

sacrifices was sprinkled on their altars.187 Before 186 BC, when the Bacchanalia were 

exclusively women's rituals, the Senate did not suppress the cult, but when they became 

181Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 7-9, 69. 
182Strabo, Geographia 10.3.9. 
183Lyons, "The Scandal of Women's Ritual," 34-37. cf. Pausanias 3.20.3, which mentions an image in a 

temple of Dionysus which only women could see. 
184Cicero, In Verrem 2.4.45.99-102. 
►85Plutarch, Caesar 9.3-10.5. 
I86Livy 2.27.13. 
187Livy 10.41.3; Pailler, Bacchanalia, 343. 
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aware of secret gatherings of men, they did suppress the cult. This suggests that the 

secrecy of the Bacchanalia, though important, was not the only reason why the Senate 

reacted the way it did. 

3.7 RITUAL PRACTICES 

Part of what kept the Bacchanalia secret was the fact that they were "nocturnal" 

(39.8.4). Postumius commanded Hispala to reveal to him the "nocturnal rites at the 

Bacchanalia in the grove of Stimula" (39.12.4), and Hispala told him that at first, 

initiations were held by day, but Paculla Annia had changed this so they were practiced at 

night (39.13.9-10). When "freedom of night was added," all sorts of immoral deeds were 

committed (39.13.10). Postumius warned the Senate, who feared "these conspiracies and 

nocturnal gatherings" (39.14.4).188 The claim that they were holding nocturnal rituals is 

reasonable, for Dionysus had both epithets and rituals designed around his nocturnal 

nature,189 and Greek literature had references to "the god's nocturnal dances,"1" where 

the maenads "frenzy all night long."191 The best explanation of the purpose of holding 

rites by night was given in Bacchae, when Dionysus told Pentheus that "the darkness is 

well-suited to devotion." Pentheus complained that this was "deceiving to women and 

unwholesome," but Dionysus replied that "one can find disgrace by daylight too."192

Romans were aware of nocturnal Dionysus, as indicated by dedications to Nocturnus 

found near dedications to Liber Pater, but generally, they did not approve of nocturnal 

'"Further references to the nocturnal nature of the Bacchanalia are found in Livy 39.14.6, 15.6, 9. 
13ruhl thought that nocturnal sacrifices by women were part of the moral justification for the Senate's 
repression of the cult, but he was also aware that Paculla Annia was neither the first to initiate men, nor the 
first to practice Bacchic rites at night, contrary to Hispala's claims (Bruhl, Liber Pater, 93-94). 

189He was called Morychos ("the dark one") in Syracuse, and Nyctelios ("nocturnal") in Delphi and 
Attica. (Otto, Dionysus, 169; Plutarch, The E at Delphi 9 (389a-b); Pausanias 1.40.6). Pausanias wrote of 
secret rites "performed at night" in Argos (2.37.5-6), and Plutarch mentioned the "nocturnal rites" that 
commemorated Dionysus' death at the hands of the Titans (Isis and Osiris 35 (364e-365b)). 

19°Nonnos, Dionysiaca 12.375-393, 47.727-741; cf: Euripides, Bacchae 862-863, which mentions the 
"all-night dances." 

191Sophocles, Antigone, 166-170, 1193-1225. 
' 92Euripides, Bacchae 485-488. 
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rituals.193 Cicero thought that "no nocturnal sacrifices should be performed by women 

except those offered correctly for the people," that is, according to Roman custom, except 

in the case of the "Greek rites of Ceres."194 Juvenal associated nocturnal rituals with 

immoral behaviour, complaining that at the altar of Pudicitiae ("modesty"), women "set 

down their litters at night, and befoul the image of the goddess," with the "moon as 

witness."195 As Diodorus Siculus associated the rites of Dionysus Sabazios with "the 

disgrace resulting from the gatherings,"196 so Livy believed that "night and the mixing of 

males and females" led to "all kinds of corruption" (39.8.6). 

If initiations were practiced at night, then torches were needed, if only so they 

could see what they were doing, but torches also had a mystical significance. In Livy's 

narrative, Hispala told the consul that "matrons in the costume of Bacchae, with hair 

tossed about and blazing torches, would run down to the Tiber, and plunging the torches 

in the water, because live sulphur mixed with calcium was on them, they would lift the 

torches out with the flames intact" (39.13.12). Some explanations have been that this was 

a simulation of a miracle, making the deity manifest, or that torches symbolized 

purification.197 Torches were used at the mysteries of Demeter at Eleusis and the initia 

Cereris at Rome, to commemorate Demeter carrying two pine-torches in her search for 

Persephone.198 There were abundant references in Greek poetry to "the night-dancing 

torch,"1" the "dancing torches of pine,"200 and "the flame of pine torches,"201 which 

' 93Zeph Stewart, "The God Nocturnus in Plautus' Amphitruo," Journal of Roman Studies 50, Parts 1 & 
2 (1960), 39. 

194Cicero, De Legibus 2.9.21. 
195Juvenal, Satires 6.308-311. 
196Diodorus Siculus 4.4.1. 
19713nihl, Liber Pater, 97; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 63; Burkert, Ancient Mystery 

Cults, 54. 
198Homeric Hymn 2.48; Ovid, Fasti 4.493-494; Strabo, Geographia 10.3.10. In Aristophanes' Frogs, 

Dionysus in the underworld comes across an Eleusinian procession, and is greeted by the sound of flutes 
and the "very mystic scent" of torches (312-315). 

199Nonnos, Dionysiaca 9.115-122. 
20*Aristophanes, Clouds 600-605; cf. Sophocles, Oedipus the King, 209-215. 
201Euripides, Bacchae 144-147. 
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occurred in Dionysiac contexts 202 Torches were used in various nocturnal rituals: 

Pausanias mentioned torches being carried by the Sicyonian women when they carried 

the secret image of Dionysus to the temple,203 and Euripides' Ion referred to "the torch 

procession of Bacchus."204 There is, then, plenty of evidence to support the use of torches 

in Dionysiac mystery cult, but no source other than Livy ever mentioned a simulated fire 

miracle with a mixture of sulphur and calcium. The very fact that the run to the Tiber was 

so unique lends credibility to the notion that initiates in the Roman Bacchanalia did this, 

but there was nothing about torches, or simulated torch miracles, that was inherently 

scandalous. 

Livy placed a moralistic twist to a common element of Dionysiac cult, when he 

wrote that violence was concealed by "howling and noise of tympana (drums) and 

cymbala (cymbals)" (39.8.8). Hispala described "a place which echoed with howls and 

the song of a choir and the beat of cymbals and drums" (39.10.7). Postumius assumed 

that the people had heard "the noise and cries at night, which echo through the whole 

city" (39.15.6), and he described the conspirators as "fanatics, inspired by ... noise and 

shouts at night" (39.15.9). Drums, cymbals, flutes, and choruses were staple motifs in 

maenadic imagery,205 but they were used to drive the dance of the maenads, not to cover 

violence. On the contrary, their mythical origin was as a means of protection, when the 

Corybants used tympana and cymbala to hide Dionysus from Hera.206 Strabo compared 

the "whirling of cymbals" in the mysteries of Kybele with the "revels of tambourines" in 

Euripides' Bacchae, to demonstrate their "common relationship."207

2°2See also: Euripides, Cretans fr. 472; Sophocles, Antigone, 1193-1225; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 47.727-
741. 

203Pausanias 2.7.5. 
204Euripides, Ion 549-554. Although this is a mythical reference, the author assumed that his audience 

was familiar with a torch feast at Delphi. 
205Aristophanes, Frogs 154-157, 210-220, 312-335; Euripides, Cyclops 64-75; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 

1.11; 9.115-122; 47.727-741. 
2"Euripides, Bacchae 120-134; Strabo, Geographia 10.3.7; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 9.160-168. 
207Strabo, Geographia 10.3.13; cf. Euripides, Bacchae 55, 72. 
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Otto viewed music and dance as the way Dionysus' madness announced itself,208

and Graf saw drums and cymbals as instruments used to induce ecstatic states of 

consciousness,209 which accords with Plato's analysis of the methods of telestic 

madness.21° Tympana and cymbala were often depicted in relief carvings, funerary art, 

and pottery with maenadic scenes,211 which implied a relationship with both myth and 

ritual. One epigram prescribed "the usual tympana" around the tombstone of an 

initiate,212 and Dio Cassius mentioned "a noise of drums and cymbals" rising from the 

temple of Dionysus in Pergamum.213 We can reasonably doubt Livy's assertion that these 

were used to cover the sound of violence, but we can conclude that tympana and cymbala 

were commonly used in Bacchic ritual. 

Livy's claims about secret, nocturnal initiations, in which torches, drums and 

cymbals were used, were basically accurate, but much more ambiguous was Hispala's 

mention of people "who, fastened to machines, were taken away out of sight into a 

hidden cave," and were said to have been "taken away by the gods" (39.13.13). Various 

analogies have been drawn to this bizarre detail, such as the deus ex machina, a machine 

used to carry people over theatrical stages, or the Anthesteria, a festival in which 

Dionysus was brought into the city on a ship on wheels,214 but aside from vague 

similarities, there is little in the evidence concerning the cult of Dionysus that confirms or 

contradicts Livy. The Bacchic sanctuary at Volsinii might, however, provide a clue. 

Pailler suggested that it was a mundus, an underground room similar to those used by the 

mysteries of Demeter.215 If this was the case, then initiates endured a ritual katabasis: a 

journey to the underworld, represented by the cave. They would have been willingly 
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209Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 146. 
210Plato, Laws 7.790d-7.791b; Plato, Phaedrus 244a, 244d-245a. See pages 70-71. 
211Philostratus, Imagines 1.19.4; 2.17.7; Otto, Dionysus, 93; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 23, 59. 
212Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 162. 
213Dio Cassius 41.61.3. 
214Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 17-18 (footnote 36); Otto, Dionysus, 53. 
215Pailler, Bacchanalia, 412-465. 
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'J 1 *} 
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bound to a machine in a simulated death-like experience, perhaps with pretended 

resistance.216

Pausanias recalled a similar experience in his own descent into the oracle of 

Trophonius. After ritual purification, auspices, and the sacrifice of a ram, the priest took 

him to a grove with two fountains: one of Forgetfulness, and another of Memory.217 From 

there, Pausanias went to the oracle on the mountain and entered an enclosure, climbing 

down a ladder into an artificially constructed chasm. Lying on his back, he went feet first 

into a hole, where he saw visions, and then came back out of the hole.218 Returning from 

his descent, he was placed on a chair and asked about his vision. He recalled that when 

someone came out of the oracle, he was "paralysed with terror and unconscious both of 

himself and of his surroundings," but after this, he came to his senses.219 The machine 

that Hispala described might have been an initiatory journey that ritually mimicked a 

katabasis, similar to Pausanias' oracular journey.220 

3.8 THE SHRINE 

The machine going into a cave also suggests that there was a particular place 

where the Bacchic initiations were performed, which Livy referred to several times: vices 

and crimes came from "this same workshop" (39.8.7), and Hispala called the Bacchanalia 

"the workshop of all kinds of corruption" (39.10.6). Aebutius' mother told him that to be 

initiated, he had to go to the "shrine" (39.9.4), and Hispala said that she had been to "that 

shrine" (39.10.5). Postumius ordered Hispala to tell him what was done "in the nocturnal 

216Seaford, Dionysus, 52, 67, 82, 262; Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols ofInitiation, trans. W.R. Trask 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1958), 26-33, 62, 110-131. A katabasis was a journey to the underworld and 
back, in which the initate's quest was analogous to the journeys of Odysseus or Aeneas through the 
underworld (Homer, Odyssey 11; Virgil, Aeneid 6). 

217Pausanias 9.39.5-8. This brings to mind some of the Orphic gold tablets, which instruct the initiate to 
avoid the spring of Forgetfulness and go to the spring of Memory (Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the 
Afterlife, 4-7). 

2I8Pausanias 9.39.9-11. 
219

Pausanias 9.39.13. 
22°Although Postumius Albinus, one of Livy's possible sources, accompanied Aemilius Paullus to the 

oracle of Trophonius, and may have described something similar, the oracle at Trophonius was Apolline, 
not Dionysiac (Briscoe, Commentary, 267). 
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rites at the Bacchanalia in the grove of Stimula" (39.12.4). Ovid also mentioned a grove 

of Stimula, or Semele, near the Tiber, which "was inhabited by Ausonian maenads."221

Stimula seems to have been an ancient indigenous goddess of matrons, whose shrine was 

assimilated into the spreading Bacchic cult.222 There were mentions of Bacchic groves 

and grottoes in Greek sources,223 so there might have been a particular shrine at a grove 

where the Bacchic cult centered its activities in Rome. 

The grove of Stimula was located near the Aventine, an area of Rome associated 

with the plebs and with foreign cults.224 The Aventine was the threshold of Rome, 

facilitating the migration of foreigners into the city, and it naturally became the site of 

temples that were appropriate to plebs and foreigners — for example, the temple of Ceres, 

Liber and Libera, vowed in 496 BC, was associated with the plebs, and the temple of 

Juno Regina, vowed in 392 BC, brought an Etruscan deity to the Aventine.225 During the 

Republic, the pomerium, the city's sacred boundary, did not extend to include the 

Aventine, and while this did not mean that plebeian and foreign cults were unwelcome 

inside the pomerium — for there were temples of foreign deities inside — as the threshold 

to the city, it was the place thought most appropriate for welcoming foreign cults.226 The 

shrine where Bacchic initiates met was in a grove at the Aventine, but still close enough 

to the Tiber that they could run to the river with torches. Livy did not say whether this 

shrine was physically connected with the temple of Ceres, Liber and Libera, but he did 

suggest that there was a cave in the grove where initiates were taken. No cave has been 

found at the site, but if the Bacchae had built a mundus, as Pailler suggested,227 then the 

221,-,uv• •, Fasti 6.489-526 tells the story of how Juno turned them against Ino. 
222Pailler, Bacchanalia, 131 
223Plutarch, The Divine Vengeance 565e-f; Lucian of Samosata, Dionsysos 6. 
224In the first secessio (494 BC), the plebs met at nocturnal gatherings on the Aventine (Livy 2.28.1-2), 

and after the second secessio (449 BC), tribunes were elected on the Aventine (Livy 3.54.10-11). 
225Livy 1.33.2; 5.22.3-7; Valerius Maximus 1.8.3; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 67; Orlin, "Foreign 

Cults," 11-13. 
.• 2260r1in, "Foreign Cults," 2-14. 

227Pailler, Bacchanalia, 412-465. 
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emerging picture is coherent, and it would not be unreasonable to conclude that initiates 

were practising rituals of katabasis in an underground sanctuary located at a grove. 

3.9 WINE 

However, it was not ritual katabasis that Livy claimed was being done at the 

shrine, but "the pleasures of wine and feasts" (39.8.5). He wrote that "when wine had 

inflamed their minds," the people were given over to "all kinds of corruption" (39.8.6). 

Hispala made no mention of wine, but Postumius said that initiates were "fanatical, with 

senses dulled by ... wine" (39.15.9). Liber-Dionysus was, of course, the god of wine, 

which Otto called an "epiphany in nature," bringing both ecstasy and madness.228 Livy's 

mention of wine should come as no surprise, then, but he added a moralistic twist, as with 

drums and cymbals, by claiming that wine led to all kinds of corruption. 

There were many sources that extolled the advantages given by Dionysus through 

wine, such as the myths about him discovering wine and teaching people how to make 

it.229 Tiresias told Pentheus that humans possessed "two supreme blessings," grain from 

Demeter and wine from Dionysus.23° Through wine, Dionysus made "the weak to be 

brave,"23I and "if there is no longer wine, there is no Aphrodite, nor any other pleasure to 

men."232 Latin poets continued these themes: Horace praised wine for unlocking "the 

cares of the wise and their secret purpose,"233 and Propertius praised Bacchus because 

"remedies of worries are in your wine."234 Wine was considered a perfect elemental 

balance between water and fire, which had "the strength of fire when it enters into 

men."235 Dionysus was the god "not only of wine, but also of the nature of every sort of 

2280tto, Dionysus, 147. 
229Apollodorus, Bibliotheke 3.14.7; Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.38c-d; Diodorus Siculus 4.2.5, 3.5, 

4.6-7; 5.75.4; Oppian, Cynegetica 4.277-285; Plato, Laws 2.672b; Nonnos, Dionysiaca 47.66-70. 
239Euripides, Bacchae 274-285. 
231Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.35d. 
232Euripides, Bacchae 773-774; cf. Bacchylides,fragment 20b.10-13. 
233Horace, Odes 3.21.14-18. 
234Propertius, Elegies 3.17.1-8. 
235Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.36f; cf. 11.465b; Plato, Laws 2.666a. 
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moisture,"236 so he was credited with discovering figs, apples, and all other kinds of 

fruit.237 It was "proverbially" recognized that wine brought the truth out of people,238

which had the double effect of connecting the madness of wine with prophecy, while 

"Dionysus and Hybris were born at the same time."239 Ancient literature also contained 

warnings about the madness that resulted from drinking too much wine, or from not 

mixing it with water.240 Wine could lead to violence, for "the heat engendered by wine 

often drives men to madness and to battle."241

Wine had a variety of ritual uses in both Greece and Rome, not all of which were 

Dionysiac: for example, the Roman Vinalia, a festival for tasting the new vintage, was a 

festival of Jupiter.242 Wine was regularly used for libations in cults of all sorts, such as the 

"Idaean dance" Propertius described, where the priest poured libations before the temple 

of [Kybele],"243 and the poetic image Virgil drew of "the old Sabines" offering libations 

to the Lenaeus ("god of the wine-press").244 In 296 BC, the Senate decreed expiations for 

omens and provided the people with wine and incense for libations and sacrifices.245

Some thought Dionysus was actually incarnate within wine, leading Ovid to muse that no 

deity was "more present" than Liber.246 When Odysseus outsmarted the Cyclops by 

introducing him to wine, the confused Cyclops mused that "gods shouldn't shut 

themselves up in wine-skins."247 Someone who drank wine was literally imbibing the 

236Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 35 (364e-365b). 
237Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 3.78c, 82d. 
238Pliny the Elder, Natural History 14.28.141. 
239Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.36d, 37e-38a. 
240Athenaeus, Deipnosophistai 2.36b; Diodorus Siculus 4.3.4; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 

14.58.139-142. Homer told of the centaurs raging (mainomenos) from drinking too much unmixed wine 
(Odyssey 21.298), but Virgil credited Bacchus with calming their madness (Georgics 2.454-457). 

241Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.19.2. See also: Plutarch, On the Control of Anger 13 (462b), and Athenaeus, 
Deipnosophistai 2.38e, where he argues that the bull and leopard are related to Dionysus because "they 
who have indulged too freely [in wine] are prone to violence ... full of rage, like a bull." 

242Varro, De Lingua Latina 6.16; Pliny the Elder, Natural History 18.69.287. 
243Propertius, Elegies 3.17.33-38. 
244Virgil, Georgics 2.527-534. 
245Livy 10.23.1-10. 
2460vid, Metamorphoses 3.658-659. 
247Euripides, Cyclops 527. 
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god, and in this sense, drinking wine was sacramental.248

There were a variety of Greek Dionysiac festivals that celebrated wine, such as 

the Anthesteria, with the opening of the autumn vintage, and the Oscophoria, which 

celebrated the grape harvest.249 And wine was served in Dionysiac festivals in Athens, 

where, in the traditional Dionysia, the first thing seen in the procession was "an amphora 

of wine and a vine branch."25° At Rome, there was the Ambarvalia, a late spring festival, 

a time of rest, purity and wine-drinking, when the people prayed to Liber and Ceres for 

evil things to be driven away from the fields.25' Wine miracles were reported at a few 

Greek Dionysiac sanctuaries: a spring on the island of Andros was said to produce wine 

every second year,252 and at a Dionysiac festival in Elis, the people placed pots in the 

temple, and the next day found the pots full of wine.253 Wine may also have been used in 

Bacchic mysteries: the symposium had an initiatory quality, the presentation of a drinking 

cup symbolizing entry into the group, and high-class Dionysiac associations in later 

Roman villas used rooms for drinking parties under the pretence of ritual activity.254

Finally, wine may have been a catalyst for madness and prophecy, as at the Dionysiac 

oracle in Thrace, where "the soothsayers drink large draughts of wine before delivering 

their prophecies."255

It is possible that wine was used in the Bacchanalia for libations and sacrifices, 

but Livy emphasized that "when wine had inflamed their minds ... all kinds of corruption 

2480bbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 79. This statement requires a caveat against the idea that eating of 
raw flesh (sparagmos and omophagia) was a sacramental commemoration of the dismemberment of 
Dionysus Zagreus, which is an argument that has been discredited (see pages 103-105). It was only in the 
sense that Dionysus was considered present in wine that drinking wine was sacramental. 

249Seaford, Dionysus, 17. 
25°Plutarch, On the Love of Wealth 527d. 
251Tibullus 2.1.3-4. 
252Pausanias 5.26.2. Pliny said that wine was produced every year on January 5 (Pliny the Elder, 

Natural History 2.106.231; 31.13.16). 
253Pausanias 5.26.1-2. There was a spring in Messenia that the people said was formed when Dionysus 

"struck the ground with a thyrsos," but this was not a reoccurring wine miracle (Pausanias 4.36.7). 
2540bbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 79: Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 62-64. 
255Macrobius, Saturnalia 1.18.1; cf. Plutarch, Roman Questions 112 (291a-b), where he suggests that 

ivy was used in the same way (see page 71). 
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2480bbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 79. This statement requires a caveat against the idea that eating of 
raw flesh (sparagmos and omophagia) was a sacramental commemoration of the dismemberment of 
Dionysus Zagreus, which is an argument that has been discredited (see pages 103-105). It was only in the 
sense that Dionysus was considered present in wine that drinking wine was sacramental. 
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250Plutarch, On the Love of Wealth 527d. 
251Tibullus 2.1.3-4. 
252Pausanias 5.26.2. Pliny said that wine was produced every year on January 5 (Pliny the Elder, 

Natural History 2.106.231; 31.13.16). 
253Pausanias 5.26.1-2. There was a spring in Messenia that the people said was formed when Dionysus 

"struck the ground with a thyrsos," but this was not a reoccurring wine miracle (Pausanias 4.36.7). 
2540bbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 79: Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 62-64. 
25iMacrobius, Saturnalia 1.18.1; cf. Plutarch, Roman Questions 112 (291a-b), where he suggests that 
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began to arise" (39.8.6). Wine leading to corruption also appears in other sources, such as 

Juvenal's misogynist satire that complained of the "polluted" scenes of the "secrets of the 

goddess," where the maenads were "frenzied alike by the horn-blowing and the wine."256

In Bacchae, Pentheus rejected "these depraved mysteries," where one could see "the 

sparkle of grapes at the feasts of women," with which "they serve the beds of men."257

But when the messenger arrived to tell him about the maenads of Mount Cithaeron, he 

said that at first they were asleep, "modestly, not, as you think, drunk with wine."258 This 

reflects the understanding that even in myth and iconography, maenads were not 

portrayed as drunk or promiscuous. In pottery, satyrs try to seize maenads, but the 

maenads hold them off with their thyrsoi.259 In early Rome and in many Greek cities, 

women were not allowed to drink wine at al1,260 but by Ovid's time, the festival of Anna 

Perenna on the Ides of March was an important exception: at the banks of the Tiber, "the 

plebs come, and scattered here and there over the green grass they drink, each reclining 

with his partner."261 Over the course of a thousand years of Dionysiac practice, there must 

have been incidents in which participants were drunk and promiscuous, and perhaps this 

was happening in Rome in 186 BC, but it would be unreasonable to interpret moralistic 

literary references at face value, and to assume that drunken orgies were a staple of 

Bacchic practice. 

3.10 GENDER 

To Livy, what was more scandalous than women drinking wine at night was that 

"a shrine of women" (39.13.8) had begun to be "common among men and women" 

(39.8.5). Hispala told the consul that before Paculla Annia made changes to the cult, "it 

256Juvenal, Satires 6.314-319, 335-336. 
257Euripides, Bacchae 223, 260-262. 
258Euripides, Bacchae 687-689. 
259Michael Jameson, "The Asexuality of Dionysus," in Masks of Dionysus, 45-61; Thomas H. 

Carpenter, "On the Beardless Dionysus," in Masks of Dionysus, 192-196; Otto, Dionysus, 177; Henrichs, 
"Greek Maenadism," 135-136. One such image is described in Philostratus, Imagines 2.17.9. 

26°Valerius Maximus 2.1.5; Obbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 79. 
2610vid, Fasti 3.523-526. 
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was custom to appoint matrons in turn as priestesses" (39.13.8), and Postumius told the 

people that "a great part of them are women, and they are the source of this evil" 

(39.15.9). Livy recorded that of those executed and those "left in chains," there were 

"men and women in each category" (39.18.5). Scholars have accepted Livy's claim that 

the rites were originally for women, but women's involvement was not the reason for the 

suppression, because it was traditional for Bacchic mysteries to be run by women.262

This, again, had its basis in myth, where Dionysus was always surrounded by women, 

because the maenads were women.263 When, in Bacchae, Dionysus arrived at Thebes, he 

said that "all the seed of Cadmus, as many as are women, have been driven out from their 

homes."264 The chorus called the maenads "to the mountain, where the female crowd 

waits, driven from shuttle and loom, driven mad by Dionysus."265 Because women in 

myth followed Dionysus, the leaders and members of thiasoi traditionally were women. 

Diodorus Siculus wrote that the "maidens" carried thyrsoi and chanted euoi, while the 

"matrons" offered the sacrifices.266 Cult regulations in Miletus required that "the priestess 

performs sacrifice on behalf of the city" and that women had to pay fees if they wished to 

"perform initiations."267 Pausanias recalled a temple of Dionysus where "the image in the 

temple women only may see, for only women perform in secret the sacrificial rites."268

The women in a thiasos consciously imitated the maenads, but they were not as 

wild as the maenads of myth. Their main activities included dancing in processions on 

the way to sacrifices, not violent frenzies, and most of the time, they did not even drink 

wine.269 Different possibilities have been proposed to explain the role of gender in 

262Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 61; Seaford, Dionysus, 59. 
263,

U
- , 
M Dionysus, 61, 80-85, 133-134, 171; Jameson, "Asexuality of Dionysus," 61. 

26Euripides, Bacchae 35-36. 
265Euripides, Bacchae 116-119. 
266Diodorus Siculus 4.3.2-3. Commenting on this passage, Obbink points out that it was not typical for 

women to perform sacrifices (Obbink, "Dionysus Poured Out," 71). 
267/slilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 6-7; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 33. 
268Pausanias 3.20.3. 
269Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 121-155. 
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maenadism: either the "threat of frenzied female confusion" was propitiated by offering a 

"safety valve," so that women could release their frustrations with a male-driven society 

in a controlled ritual context, or maenadism was a "gender performance" that reinforced 

male prejudices, by ritually enacting the idea that women were out of contro1.27°

Maenadism was antithetical to marriage, a temporary inversion of traditional gender 

roles,271 as Agave admitted by saying that "I have left my shuttle at the loom; I have come 

to better things, to hunt animals with my hands."272 Ovid described "matrons and young 

wives," who "set aside weaving and work-baskets" to "practice the sacred rites," while 

the Minyads "alone stay within" and "ply their household tasks."273

In the Roman Republic, there was limited acceptance of rituals designed for 

women, but these rituals mostly strengthened women's traditional roles, rather than invert 

them, as in the case of Bacchic cult.274 The most respected role women could play was as 

Vestal Virgins, chaste priestesses who maintained the fire at the sacred hearth of Vesta.275

Narrating moments of crisis, Livy sometimes mentioned Roman matrons at the temples, 

praying for the safety of the armies.276 When the Magna Mater was brought to Rome in 

205 BC, the "foremost matrons in the state" were chosen to receive her, and were 

remembered as examples of virtue.277 Many of the rites in the initia Cereris were 

exclusively performed by women, and although they were managed by Greek priestesses, 

a Roman matron performed the sacrifice. Roman males held the initia Cereris in high 

270Seaford, "Destroyer of the Household," 134; Lyons, "Scandal of Women's Ritual," 37-38. 
271Seaford, "Destroyer of the Household," 121-122. 
272Euripides, Bacchae 1236-1237. 
2730vid, Metamorphoses 4.9-10, 31-35. Dionysus then drove the Minyads mad. 
274Ri1pke, Religion of the Romans, 207. Women were rarely members of collegia, but they had 

traditional roles in ritual, and sometimes in religious associations. 
275Dionysius of Halicarnassus 2.67.3-5. They were the only women allowed to own property in the 

Republic, but if the Vestal flame went out, they were beaten with rods, and if they were found guilty of 
unchastity, they were buried alive. Livy mentioned Vestal Virgins being punished in this way at several 
places in his history (2.42.10-11; 8.15.7-8; Sum. 14, 20; 22.57.2-3 (cf Plutarch, Fabius Maximus 18.3); 
28.11.1-7; Sum. 63). 

276Livy 5.23.3-4; 26.9.7-8; 27.50.5. 
277Livy 29.14.5-14; 34.2, 5.10; Propertius, Elegies 4.11.50-54; Valerius Maximus 1.8.11. 
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regard, and maintained them at public expense.278 Cicero compared the "reputation of 

women" in the initia Cereris with "the sternness of our ancestors" in suppressing the 

Bacchanals,279 and even Juvenal treated Ceres with some reverence, writing that "so few 

are the wives worthy to take hold of the garlands of Ceres."28° The rites of Ceres 

encouraged chastity and fertility, with married women staying celibate for nine nights 

during the annual festival.281 This contrasted with the supposed promiscuity of the 

Bacchanalia, but lent credibility to Livy's claim that Aebutius' mother asked him to 

abstain from sex for ten days (39.9.4). 

There were times when a certain amount of licence was permitted to women in 

ritual, such as the festival of Anna Perenna and the games of Flora,282 but women 

spontaneously participating in unregulated foreign rites were frowned upon. One of the 

reasons why the Senate reacted to sacrificuli and vates in 213 BC was that "in the forum 

and on the Capitol there was a crowd of women who were neither sacrificing nor praying 

to the gods according to the custom of the fathers."283 Livy was probably correct when he 

said that at first only women were initiated into the Bacchanalia, but this was not the 

problem: the scandal arose when Paculla Annia "changed all of this" and was "the first to 

have initiated men" (39.13.9). Hispala said that the shrine was a scene of corruption 

"from the time when rites were held in common and men mixed with women, and the 

freedom of night was added" (39.13.10; cf 39.15.12). In Postumius' speech, male 

initiates were characterized as "men similar to the women" (39.15.9), who were "covered 

over with their own and others' disgraces" (39.15.14). This suggests that the Senate was 

not disturbed because women were practising Bacchic rites, but because men were being 

278Cicero, Pro Balbo 55; Spaeth, Ceres, 103-109; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 70-71. 
279Cicero, De Legibus 2.15.37. 
280Juvenal, Satires 6.50. 
2810vid, Metamorphoses 10.431-435; Spaeth, Ceres, 13, 111-116. 
2820vid, Fasti 3.523-526; Wiseman, Unwritten Rome, 178-179. 
283Livy 25.1.6-12. Beard et al. found it "striking" that women were mentioned here, and wondered if 

there was a connection between the foreign rites of 213 BC and the Bacchic cult in Rome (Beard et al., 
Religions of Rome, 91). 
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initiated too. In this way, the Bacchanalia could be compared to Clodius' invasion of the 

Bona Dea festival, and Verres sending slaves to rob a shrine of Ceres;2" in each case, the 

scandal arose when men entered a ritual space or activity that was reserved for women. 

There is, however, evidence that by the Hellenistic Period, men were being 

initiated into Dionysiac thiasoi, and some men were even leading them. Alexander the 

Great and other Hellenistic kings were initiates,285 and various inscriptions and epigrams 

indicated male participants in thiasoi: in one, men were only included in some of the 

ceremonies, and in another, a man was a leader of orgia ("rites") where a tympanon was 

used and Thyiades danced.286 In an inscription from Miletus, men performed the sacrifice 

while women performed initiations,287 and at least seven of the deceased who were buried 

with Orphic gold tablets were men.288 If the Senate was scandalized by the inclusion of 

men into the Bacchanalia, then they were actually protecting the ancient tradition, while 

at the same time resisting a transformation that was occurring on a wider scale in the 

Hellenistic world. Paculla Annia may have been the first to initiate men into Dionysiac 

mysteries at Rome, but she was not, as Livy claims, the first to initiate men. 

3.11 PACULLA ANNIA'S MODIFICATIONS 

Paculla Annia, we are told, also increased the frequency of initiations, and created 

age restrictions. At first, "there had been three days appointed every year, in which there 

were initiations to Bacchus by day" (39.13.8), but "instead of three days every year, she 

had established five days of initiation every month" (39.13.9). Gruen argued that there is 

"no evidence" to test this,289 but Pailler suggested that if the Bacchic cave was a mundus, 

then it would have been opened on the three days per year that the Eleusinian mundus 

72. 

28Lyons, "Scandal of Women's Ritual," 32; Cicero, In Verrem 2.4.45.99-102. 
285Plutarch, Alexander 2.1-2. 
286Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 8-10. 
287Ross Kraemer, "Ecstasy and Possession," Harvard Theological Review 72, 1/2 (Jan. - Apr. 1979), 

288Graf, "Orphic Eschatology," 255. 
289Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 53. 
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was opened.29° Bruhl pointed out that most Bacchic festivals lasted a few days, and 

wondered if, after Paculla Annia's changes, the thiasos met once a month for five days 29I 

Initiation at Eleusis was practiced once a year, and most Dionysiac festivals were part of 

a Greek city's annual ritual cycle: for example, the Athenian Dionysia, the Argives 

invoking Dionysus out of the lake, and the annual winter festivals at Delphi.292 Henrichs 

suggested that before Paculla Annia's innovations, the Bacchanalia were "very likely" 

celebrated according to "trieteric periodicity."293 A trieteres was a festival celebrated 

every three years, counting inclusively, and it was the custom of the sanctuary of 

Dionysus at Andros, the Thyiades at Delphi, and in festivals at Thrace, Rhodes and 

Miletus.294 These were major festivals, in which initiates played important roles, but they 

were not initiations, and there is not enough evidence to know how often Bacchic 

initiations were typically performed. 

Paculla Annia was also said to have created age restrictions. Hispala told Aebutius 

that "for two years no one had been initiated there who was more than twenty years old" 

(39.10.6), and repeated the same information to the consul (39.13.14). Postumius said in 

his speech that "if you knew at what ages males were initiated, you would not only pity 

them, but also feel ashamed" (39.15.13). He emphasized the dangerous effect this had on 

the Roman army, finding it disgraceful that "young men initiated by this oath should be 

made soldiers" (39.15.13). Although there is epigraphic and iconographic evidence in the 

later period that children were initiated into the mysteries, there is no evidence of this in 

the Classical or Hellenistic Periods.295 Gruen concluded that "the statement need not be 

29°Pailler, Bacchanalia, 415. These three days were: August 28, October 5, and November 8. 
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293Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 134. 
294For Andros, see: Pausanias 5.26.1-2; for Delphi, see: Pausanias 10.4.3; Macrobius, Saturnalia 

1.18.5; for the other three festivals, see: Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 6-9. 
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Cole, "Voices from beyond the Grave: Dionysus and the Dead," in Masks of Dionysus, 288-289. 
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challenged," and added that "its implications are hardly sinister," because the effect 

would be to "restrict its membership," rather than to hasten its spread.296 Pailler analyzed 

the parallels between Duronia's relationship with her son Aebutius, and Paculla Annia's 

relationship with her two sons. In both cases, a mother was initiating her son(s), which 

led Pailler to suggest that the mother-son relationship was a ritual relationship, as well as 

a maternal one. This undermined not only the father-son relationship of traditional 

Roman authority, but also the matron-maiden relationships of the initiatory rites of 

Ceres.297 It appears, then, that what was considered sinister about the age limit was the 

implication that young male initiates were submitting to the authority of women. 

3.12 SEXUAL DISGRACES 

"One type of vice" Livy mentioned was "the promiscuous violations/disgraces 

(stupra promiscua) of free-born males and females" (39.8.7-8). He has Hispala warn 

Aebutius about drums and cymbals being used to cover "the voice of the sufferer, when 

attacked through forced violation" (39.10.7), and she told Postumius that "there were 

more sexual disgraces among men with one another than with women," and "if someone 

was less enduring of disgrace and more reluctant to commit crime, he or she was 

sacrificed as a victim" (39.13.10; cf 39.13.13). Postumius told the people that "there are 

men similar to the women, debauched and debauchers (stuprati et constupratores)" 

(39.15.9), and he asked them rhetorically, "Should these men, covered over with their 

own and others' disgraces, fight with iron for the chastity of your wives and children?" 

(39.15.14). These statements suggest that Livy was accusing the cult members of both 

submitting to and committing acts of sexual disgrace, and killing people who refused to 

participate. 

Stuprum was a word that denoted all kinds of what Roman males perceived as 

296Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 53. 
297Pailler, Bacchanalia, 525-536. 
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sexual disgraces, whether by force or seduction, and whether between a man and a 

woman (who was unmarried or widowed), or between two men.298 Livy seems to have 

emphasized sexual disgraces between men, and by 186 BC, there was a law that dealt 

with homosexuality: the lex Scantinia. It had probably been passed around 226 BC, when 

the curule aedile, Marcellus, accused the plebeian aedile, Scantinius, of stuprum, 

"because Scantinius had approached the son of Marcellus for stuprum," and Scantinius 

was found guilty solely on the basis of Marcellus' testimony.299 In 149 BC, there was a 

similar case, when Gaius Cornelius was "put in public chains for having disgraceful 

intercourse with a free-born adolescent," and because the tribunes refused his appeal, he 

"was forced to die in prison." 300 

While some scholars have accepted Livy's claim that sexual disgraces were being 

practiced,3°1 others have argued that Livy's moralistic description was merely a rhetorical 

exaggeration, in support of Augustan morality.302 Nilsson pointed to the possibility that 

Dionysiac phallic processions were "shocking to the Roman feeling of decency,"303 and it 

is worth considering whether phallic processions were a part of the rites: the phallus was 

a common Dionysiac symbol, playing a central role in processions at the Athenian 

Dionysia;304 at Lesbos, Dionysus Phallen was honoured with a procession that included a 

wooden trunk with a mask; and at Argos and Euboeia, men literally rode a giant phallus 

298Digest 48.5.14.3, cited in Robinson, Criminal Law, 59. Sexual disgraces between a man and a 
married woman were not stuprum, but adultery, and were dealt with in domestic jurisdiction, and 
homosexual relations between women were not penalized by Roman law. 

299Valerius Maximus 6.1.7. 
3°°Valerius Maximus 6.1.10. 
30IFranlc, "Bacchanalian Cult," 128-132; MacMullen, "Hellenizing the Romans," 429. 
302Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 104-106; Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 62. 
mMartin P. Nilsson, "The Bacchic Mysteries of the Roman Age," Harvard Theological Review 46, 4 

(Oct. 1953), 191. 
304Plutarch, On Love of Wealth 527d; Aristophanes, Acharnians 241-262; SIG2 623, cited in Otto, 

Dionysus, 164-165; Jameson, "Asexuality of Dionysus," 57. One scholiast explained the origin of the 
phallus through a story of Dionysus being a prostitute, and another scholiast claimed that the Athenians first 
constructed phalli to avert a disease sent by Dionysus to punish them for rejecting his mysteries (Eric 
Csapo, "Riding the Phallus for Dionysus," Phoenix 51, 3/4 (Autumn-Winter, 1997), 266, 275). 
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as part of Dionysiac processions.305 To Otto, the significance of the phallus was that 

Dionysus was related to the element of life-giving moisture, which included wine, honey, 

milk and sperm.306 Csapo agreed that the phallus represented life-giving liquids, but he 

also saw phallic processions as a "ritual of inversion" that confused the distinction 

between active and passive sexuality.307

The Romans had an appreciation for rituals related to fertility, as seen in the cult 

of Ceres, but Roman conservatives were not comfortable with ambiguous sexuality, 

which was a characteristic of Dionysus, the most effeminate male Greek deity. In pottery, 

he was never seen engaging in sexual acts, but there was a latent sexuality surrounding 

him with the maenads and the satyrs. In the Archaic Period, he was depicted in pottery 

wearing a beard, but after 450 BC, artists began to draw him without a beard, more 

youthful and wearing more effeminate clothing.308 In Bacchae, Pentheus called Dionysus 

an "effeminate stranger" who "brings a strange disease to women,"309 but then Pentheus 

himself cross-dressed when Dionysus convinced him to spy on the maenads. Wishing 

Pentheus to look like Ino or Agave, Dionysus helped him adjust his costume in a scene 

where the tragic dialogue turned comic.31° Seaford viewed this scene as a "gender-

reversal characteristic of rites of passage," which Csapo thought "confuses distinctions of 

genre as well as gender," and both thought it reflected the mysteries.311 Mystery cult and 

drama involved individuals taking on alternate identities, which sometimes included 

cross-dressing. At the Oschophoria, for example, two noble male youths in women's 

3°5For the phallic procession in Lesbos, see: Pausanias 10.19.3; Jameson, "Asexuality of Dionysus," 
53. For phallus-pole riding, see: Csapo, "Riding the Phallus," 279. This was comparable to the Egyptian 
rite Herodotus described, where "in place of the phallus they have invented the use of puppets a cubit long 
moved by strings ... the phallus moving and nearly as big as the rest of the body" (Herodotus 2.48). 

3°60tto, Dionysus, 164-165. 
307Csapo, "Riding the Phallus," 253-288. 
3°8Diodorus Siculus 4.5.2; Csapo, "Riding the Phallus," 261-262; Carpenter, "On the Beardless 

Dionysus," 197; Jameson, "Asexuality of Dionysus," 50. 
"turipides, Bacchae 353-354. 
"'Euripides, Bacchae 925-950. 
311Seaford, Dionysus, 53; Csapo, "Riding the Phallus," 280. 
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clothing led the procession.312 This was not altogether different from the women, who set 

aside their traditional gender roles, "the shuttle and the loom," to join the Bacchic 

dance.313 Men who cross-dressed and carried phalli in processions were temporarily 

inverting their traditional gender roles. 

One can see how the Romans would not have liked their men looking effeminate, 

but Livy claimed that they were engaging in stupra promiscua. Although Orpheus 

renounced women and was believed to have introduced pederasty to Greece,314 the 

evidence regarding the phallus and the effeminacy of Dionysus does not imply that in 

traditional Bacchic rites, men both submitted to and committed homosexual rape. Even if 

it was certainly the case that Bacchic initiates in Rome were doing this, such acts could 

be prosecuted under the lex Scantinia, so stuprum does not fully explain the Senate's 

actions. Scholars have suggested that Romans were shocked by the gender inversion 

inherent in the phallus, and projected the effeminacy of Dionysus on the young initiates, 

as Postumius did in his speech, arguing that the authority of the paterfamilias was being 

undermined by young men taking oaths of loyalty to an organization run by women.315

Whether this accusation was part of the Senate's reasoning in 186 BC, or a moralistic 

twist added to the narrative by Livy or one of his sources, is also unclear. What is clear is 

that homosexual rape was not a staple of Greek Dionysiac mystery practice. 

3.13 CRIMES 

Livy specified four crimes: debauchery, forgery, poison and murder. He placed 

stupra in a different category from the other three, declaring that "false witnesses, false 

seals and wills and evidence went out from the same workshop: poisonings from the 

same place and hidden murders, so that sometimes not even the bodies existed for burial" 

312Seaford, Dionysus, 89, 259-261; Csapo, "Riding the Phallus," 263; Kraemer, "Ecstasy and 
Possession," 68. Sometimes initiates wore linen funeral clothes, reflecting a ritual katabasis, so gender and 
cross-dressing were not the only means of identity reversal found in Dionysiac cult. 

313Euripides, Bacchae 117-119. 
314Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 169. 
315Rousselle, "Liber-Dionysus," 197; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 96. 
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(39.8.7-8). He added that the "violence was hidden" by drums and cymbals (39.8.8; cf. 

39.10.7). When Hispala was questioned by the consul, she feared the wrath of the gods, 

but "much more fear of the men who would tear her apart with their own hands for 

informing" (39.13.5). She told him that anyone reluctant "to commit crime" was 

"sacrificed as a victim" (39.13.11), and when Postumius investigated the cult, those 

found guilty of murder were executed (39.18.4).316

Livy's claims of violence are usually seen as rhetorical exaggerations meant to 

blacken the cult, in support of his moral argument.317 He probably had in mind the 

violence of the maenads, which was not without its mythical precedents. In Bacchae, the 

maenads suddenly switched from what Otto called "magic motherliness" to "bloodthirsty 

madness."318 When Agave ordered them to "use your thyrsoi as weapons,"319 they began 

to pillage the surrounding villages, and the messenger barely escaped to describe the 

scene to Pentheus.32° Dionysus brought Pentheus to Mount Cithaeron to spy on the 

maenads, and they tore him apart with their bare hands. They "swarmed upon him" and 

"his ribs were stripped bare by their tearing." His mother, thinking he was a wild bull, 

picked up his head and "impaled it on her thyrsos."321 In six Attic red-figure vases from 

the fifth century BC, Dionysus was drawn tearing apart an animal and dancing, but not 

eating its flesh.322 There were tales about the maenads in India, where the flocks were 

"seized alive and torn to pieces by the women; they ate raw flesh, it seemed."323

316Murders were typically tried as iniuria ("injury"), and punished within domestic jurisdiction, unless 
they threatened the well-being of the state. The prosecution of conspiratores, such as the case of the 
Bacchanalia, sometimes required a special court appointed to deal with that particular crisis: a quaestio 
extra ordinem. Therefore, murders needed to be committed at a scale that the Senate considered threatening 
to public order, or be linked to a conspiracy (Robinson, Criminal Law, 42-50). 

317Gruen, Greek Culture and Roman Policy, 62; Seaford, Dionysus, 59. 
3180tto, Dionysus, 109. 
3I9Eurip i des, Bacchae 733. 
32°Euripides, Bacchae 736-768. 
321Euripides, Bacchae 1131-1145; cf. Theocritus, Idyll 26.15-26. 
322Carpenter, "On the Beardless Dionysus," 190-195. 
323Lucian of Samosata, Dionsysos 2; cf. Nonnos, Dionysiaca 17.87-96, where the Bacchae are seen 

"thirsting for blood and battle under his thyrsos. 
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The word for this tearing apart of creatures and humans was sparagmos, which 

one commentator related to Hispala's use of discerpturi in Livy's narrative (39.13.5),324

and it was related to omophagia, which referred to the eating of raw flesh. The ritual 

meaning of omophagia has been the primary focus of scholarly discourse on the myth of 

Dionysus Zagreus, who was "torn to pieces by the Titans" when he was a child.325 The 

Titans, luring Dionysus with toys, cut him to pieces, boiled his flesh in a cauldron placed 

upon a tripod, and ate him. Athena rescued his heart and took it to Delphi, where Apollo 

placed it in a tomb.326 Diodorus Siculus drew a connection between Zagreus and the 

mysteries, because his "birth and sacrifices and honours are celebrated at night and in 

secret."327 The tomb of Dionysus was located "near the oracle" at Delphi, where every 
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inverted sacrifice, so it was unlikely that the Titans' method in the myth was utilized in 

ritual 331 Some sources suggested otherwise: in Euripides' Cretans, the chorus spoke of 

"feasts of raw flesh" in honour of "Zagreus roaming by night";332 Clement of Alexandria 

wrote that Dionysus was worshipped by an omophagia";333 and Firmicus Maternus 

mentioned a Cretan omophagia, in which a bull was torn to pieces to commemorate 

Zagreus.334 But Euripides was writing a myth, and both Clement and Firmicus were 

Christian apologists in late antiquity. These references could mean that there was a 

sacramental meal, a collective commemoration of the mythical death and new life of the 

initiate, but this view is too dependent on the "Orphic" idea of "original sin," which has 

been shown to be a modern fabrication.335 Rather than a feast of raw flesh, another 

possibility is that there was an offering of raw meat on an altar in an otherwise typical 

sacrifice, as indicated by Bacchic cult regulations from Miletus (c. 275 BC), which 

forbade anyone from laying down an omophagion on the altar before the priestess had 

laid one down on behalf of the city.336 Despite these uncertainties, sparagmos and 

omophagia did not mean that maenads in cult practice literally tore apart animals or 

humans to eat their raw flesh. 

There are, however, a few indications of ritual violence in Dionysiac festivals. 

Pausanias knew of a trieteric festival of Dionysus at Arcadian Alea, where "in accordance 

with an oracular response from Delphi, women are flogged.',337 During the Agrionia at 

Orchomenos, women who were said to be descendants of the Minyads fled from the city 

331Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 17; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 100; West, Orphic Poems, 160-
161; Graf & Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife, 80. In traditional sacrifice, the victim was first killed, 
then cut; in sparagmos, Dionysus was first torn apart, then killed. In traditional sacrifice, pieces of meat 
that were boiled and roasted were kept separate, but the Titans, first boil, then roast, Dionysus. 

332Euripides, Cretans fr. 472. 
333C1ement of Alexandria, Protreptikon 2.11. Clement was a Christian author who sought to scandalize 

the Pagans, so his "feast of raw flesh" was an obviously biased statement. 
33 Firmicus Maternus, cited in Otto, Dionysus, 192; West, Orphic Poems, 172. 
335Edmonds, "Zagreus Myth," 35-73. 
336Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 6-7; Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 149. 
337Pausanias 8.23.1. 
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and were pursued "by the priest of Dionysus holding a sword," who could kill any of 

them he caught, but women were rarely killed in this ritual.338 There were incidents of 

human sacrifice in Greek and Roman ritual: before the Battle of Salamis, "at the bidding 

of Euphrantides the mantis," Themistocles sacrificed three prisoners of war to Dionysus 

Carnivorous,339 and on three separate occasions, the Romans sacrificed two Greeks and 

two Gauls in an Etruscan ritual.34° But these were exceptional circumstances in both 

Athens and Rome, during some of the greatest crises in their history, and not a part of 

regular cult practice.341 When we question the meaning of omophagia, we should heed 

Henrich's advice that "Greek ritual tends to mitigate where myth is cruel."342 It may have 

been possible that Bacchic initiates in Rome were committing murders, but the sources 

do not support the idea that ritual dismemberment was a routine part of Bacchic 

mysteries. 

Livy also mentioned poisonings being committed by members of the Bacchanalia 

(39.8.8). Unless we accept the possibility that a criminal organization had attached itself 

to a cult organization, and was using it as a front for their subversive activities, we can 

dismiss the claim that poisonings were a part of Bacchic ritual. Because venena was 

juxtaposed with murder and forgery, it is translated "poison" because it seems to reflect 

Livy's general intended meaning, but venena could also refer either to drugs (both helpful 

and harmful) or magic potions.343 In Athens, people who made or used pharmaka 

338Plutarch, Greek Questions 38 (299f-300a). See also: Pausanias 9.38.1; Otto, Dionysus, 103. Plutarch 
recalled that "in my time the priest Zoilus killed one of them," but he got sick and died, and the people of 
Orchomenos faced lawsuits from his family. 

339Plutarch, Aristides 9.1-2; Pelopidas 11.3; Themistocles 13.2-3. 
3401t should be noted that these Roman rituals were based on Etruscan, not Greek, tradition. These 

occasions were: in 228 BC, facing a Gallic invasion; in 216 BC, after the Battle of Cannae; and in 113 BC, 
facing a Gallic invasion. See: Livy 22.57.6; Beard et al., Religions of Rome, 81; Bauman, Crime and 
Punishment, 19. 

341Rome did not typically tolerate human sacrifice, as indicated by the suppression of Druidism in the 
first century AD. Augustus forbade citizens to participate, Tiberius forbade priests, and Claudius abolished 
it (Pliny the Elder, Natural History 30.4.13; Suetonius, Claudius 5.25.5; Robinson, Criminal Law, 95). 

342Henrichs, "Greek Maenadism," 148. 
343Briscoe, Commentary, 253; Derek Collins, Magic in the Ancient Greek World (Malden, MA: 

Blackwell, 2008), 144-145. 
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(meaning either poisons or potions) for harmful purposes were subject to prosecution. In 

the fourth century BC, a Bacchic priestess called Nino was executed for her activities in a 

thiasos, and pharmaka was one word used for the love charms she was accused of giving 

to young men.3" Thus, it does seem possible that cult members were making potions, but 

this had been illegal in Rome since the writing of the Twelve Tables, in which "whoever 

shall have charmed away the crops" or "whoever shall have cast an evil spell" was put to 

death.345 But the Twelve Tables did not mention venena, and the earliest lex that 

specifically dealt with poison was the lex Cornelia, passed by Sulla in 81 BC.346 Before 

this, as Polybius explained, crimes such as "treason, conspiracy, poisoning and 

assassination" required "a public investigation," and were "the concern of the Senate."347

There was a series of poisoning cases in the early second century BC,348 which indicate 

that it was endemic in Italy at the time of the Bacchanalian conspiracy, so if criminals had 

attached themselves to the cult organization, then it is not impossible that they could have 

made poisons or potions. 

Finally, Livy accused the cult of forgery: "false witnesses, false seals and wills 

and evidence went out from the same officina (workshop/office)" (39.8.7; cf 39.18.4). As 

with poison, no Roman court dealt specifically with forgery until Sulla created the 

quaestio defalsis, a court that covered false witnesses, forged wills and money, extortion 

and embezzlement of public funds. In the case of a conspiracy, forgery would have been 

dealt with by a quaestio extra ordinem in the second century BC.349 On the legal end of 

344Collins, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, 133-138; Plato, Laws 11.933a-934e. 
345Pliny the Elder, Natural History 28.4.18. See also: Robinson, Criminal Law, 38. 
346Collins, Magic in the Ancient Greek World, 142-145. The lex Cornelia became the basis for later 

prosecutions of magic. 
347Polybius 6.13.4; Robinson, Criminal Law, 42. 
3481n 184 BC, the praetor over Sardinia investigated cases of poisoning, while Lucius Postumius, 

another praetor, broke up conspiracies of shepherds and continued the Bacchanalian investigation near 
Tarentum (Livy 39.38.3, 41.5-7). When a praetor and consul died in 180 BC, the Senate decreed an 
investigation into poisoning that led to the conviction of the consul's wife and three thousand other people 
(Livy 40.37.1-7, 43.2-3, 44.6). The wives of two ex-consuls, one of whom was Postumius Albinus, were 
convicted of poisoning their husbands in 154 BC (Livy Sum. 48; Valerius Maximus 6.3.8). 

349 Robinson, Criminal Law, 2-3, 31-37. 
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this accusation, Livy's narrative was coherent, since it was a quaestio extra ordinem in 

which the Bacchanalia were tried, but Seaford called this "a typical accusation implying 

extreme untrustworthiness."350 Although "extreme untrustworthiness" may not have been 

as "typical" of Livy as Seaford claimed, there is no evidence that forgery was typically 

practiced by Bacchic initiates as an aspect of thiasos administration. 

Sexual disgraces, forgery, poison and murder were undoubtedly not common 

practices in the mysteries of Dionysus, so we may doubt these accusations of Livy. But 

while it is possible that they were entirely fabricated by either Postumius, Livy, or one of 

Livy's sources, it is also possible that a criminal organization had attached itself to a 

Bacchic organization, and was using the Bacchanalia as a front for its operations. Perhaps 

Minius Cerrinius and his friends were luring people into the cult and poisoning them, 

then disposing of their bodies and forging wills that channelled the victims' property into 

a common fund, which was managed under the guise of the cult organization.351 This was 

precisely what Aebutius' step-father, Titus Sempronius Rutilus, had in mind when he 

wanted Aebutius to be "done away with or to come under obligation to him by some 

bond" (39.9.3-4). Perhaps the only conspiracy was against Aebutius, and Postumius used 

this as a pretext for suppressing the cult, and perhaps this question is worthy of more 

consideration, but it was not because of the Greek mystery cult of Dionysus that initiates 

were accused of sexual disgraces, forgery, poison and murder. 

350 Seaford, Dionysus, 59. 
351 See pages 11-12. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

Having analyzed the details of Livy's description of the Bacchanalia, what 

remains is to summarize the results, and to relate them to the events of 186 BC as a 

whole. To start with, it seems clear that whatever role may be ascribed to Livy's 

"ignobilis Greek," Bacchic rites had spread from their roots in the Greek cities of 

southern Greece through the cities of Campania and Etruria, and by the end of the third 

century BC had penetrated most of Italy, including Rome. The channels by which the 

rites spread included itinerant ritual specialists, migrations of people toward Rome, and 

the influence of aristocratic Italians who had become initiates, with the result that 

although the Bacchanalia contained secret rituals, the cult itself was no secret to Italians 

or to Romans. 

It appears that, at first, the Roman Bacchanalia were very much like the Greek 

mysteries of Dionysus, and in many of the details he provides, Livy's description agrees 

with other sources. The cult organization was most likely patterned after a thiasos, with 

women as sacerdotes performing initiations for new members. The initiation ritual would 

involve ten days of chastity, followed by ritual purification, and then a procession to a 

shrine, where the initiate would take an oath of loyalty to the Bacchic group according to 

a ritual formula, dictated by the sacerdos. Gathering three times a year, they would 

practice processions and sacrifices at night, led by the beat of tympana and cymbala, with 

certain aspects of their rituals kept secret from non-initiates. Initiates would dress in the 

costumes of maenads, possibly with fawnskins, thyrsoi, and dishevelled hair, and hold 

torches, which they would plunge into the Tiber to simulate fire miracles. From there, the 

initiation ritual may have involved a ritual katabasis, that was facilitated by a passage 

into an underground chamber, located at a grove between the Aventine and the Tiber. 

While undergoing this experience, initiates would experience mystical states of Bacchic 

frenzy and utter ecstatic prophecies, guided by the use of Orphic or Pythagorean writings, 
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as the sacerdos led the event. 

So far, the image of an initiatory ritual practiced three times a year by women 

does not appear scandalous, and it seems unlikely that the Senate would suppress the cult 

in this manifestation, and indeed, the Senate tolerated the cult for the first part of the 

second century BC. Shortly before 186, however, Paculla Annia, an aristocratic sacerdos 

from Campania, appears to have changed the cult to include initiations of men under the 

age of twenty, five times a month. The forbidding of a magister and a common fund in 

the SC de Bacchanalibus suggest that there was a more complex structure of 

administration in the cult than the traditional thiasos, but it is not clear if this structure 

evolved before or after Paculla Annia's modifications. 

With the increased frequency of initiations and the inclusion of men, the cult grew 

more rapidly, and the image of men and women mixed together at night for the god of 

wine appeared scandalous to conservative Roman tastes, and when young men vowed 

loyalty to an unregulated organization led by women, this was perceived as an inversion 

of the traditional Roman structure of authority. The primary concern of the SC de 

Bacchanalibus was to correct this inversion by limiting the numbers to five and 

permitting no common fund or oath of any kind. The decrees also returned the cult to its 

former condition, where only women were allowed to be sacerdotes. Finally, the SC de 

Bacchanalibus allowed for the cult to be regulated, and even made sacred, through an 

application process involving the praetor urbanus and a hundred senators. 

If the wish of Postumius and the Senate was simply to rein in the organizational 

structure of the cult, it appears that this could have been fulfilled by the passage of a few 

decrees, without any need for a persecution. However, they must have believed that a 

show of force was necessary to ensure that such decrees would be followed. In order to 

justify the suppression of the cult, Postumius had no need to fabricate, but only to add a 

moral twist to certain obvious features of the cult, and it was not difficult to place 
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connotations of drunkenness and sexual disgraces on the image of men and women 

gathering at night to celebrate the god of wine, and connotations of subversive 

conspiracies on the unregulated cult structure. Tympana and cymbala, though basic to 

Bacchic practice, were therefore misconstrued as noises used to cover the sound of these 

disgraces, and of violence. 

Livy seems to have suggested three stages of the evolution of the cult: first, it was 

introduced by the ignobilis Greek; second, certain modifications were made by Paculla 

Annia; and third, a conspiracy was formed with Paculla's son, Minius Cerrinius, as one of 

the ringleaders. To this third stage Livy attached the accusations of stupra, forgery, 

poison and murder. If these crimes were committed, then they were a late development 

within a Bacchic group that was connected to a specific Roman shrine at that time, and 

they were not reflective of typical Bacchic practice. 

It seems, then, that Livy's narrative of the Bacchanalia is a useful source for 

understanding the nature of Bacchic cult in Rome in the early second century BC, and 

many of the details of his description find resonance in literary sources concerning the 

cult of Dionysus, and in archaeological evidence in Italy, from Tarentum to Volsinii. 

When each detail is taken into account individually, it is not difficult to extract reliable 

data from his moralist portrayal of the events, as when he exaggerates the use of wine, 

drums and cymbals, and an underground sanctuary, to make them appear more sinister 

than they were; at the same time, his accounts of Paculla Annia's modifications and the 

initiation ritual with the torches at the grove should be taken seriously. 

Recent assessments of the events of 186 BC have generally not included such a 

careful analysis of Livy's description of the Bacchanalia, and have instead proposed that 

the central actors in the persecution were motivated merely by political factors: desirous 

of crushing a subversive organization that threatened to rival the state or of crushing their 

political opponents; seeking to assert and demonstrate the power of the state; or that they 
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acted out of simple opportunism. These arguments have been useful, and have left us 

with a better understanding of a very complex event, but they have not been entirely 

satisfactory for two reasons. The first is that these accounts have tended, unavoidably 

perhaps, to emphasize certain aspects of the event, when it has become increasingly clear 

that a wide range of factors came into play simultaneously. The second is more subtle. It 

is that in dismissing Livy's account from serious consideration they have tended also to 

dismiss, in large part, consideration of what was, after all, the object of the persecution: 

the Bacchanalia. Political motivations, moral concerns, and a suspicion of conspiracy 

played a huge part, there can be no doubt of that, but so did religious scruples. Someone 

had changed a traditional cult in ways that threatened important Roman values and that 

disregarded traditional pontifical authority. This was unacceptable, so the state acted, and 

Bacchic madness was, not abolished, but reformed, and brought under the control of 

Roman justice. 
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Appendix A: 
Livy 39.8-19 

[8.1] insequens annus Sp. Postumium 
Albinum et Q. Marcium Philippum 
consules ab exercitu bellorumque et 
provinciarum cura ad intestinae 
coniurationis vindictam avertit. 

[8.1] The following year diverted the consuls, 
Spurius Postumius Albinus and Quintus Marcius 
Philippus, away from the army and taking care of 
wars and provinces to the punishment of an 
internal conspiracy. 

[8.2] praetores provincias sortiti sunt T. 
Maenius urbanam, M. Licinius Lucullus 
inter cives et peregrinos, C. Aurelius 
Scaurus Sardiniam, P. Cornelius Sulla 
Siciliam, L. Quinctius Crispinus 
Hispaniam citeriorem, C. Calpurnius Piso 
Hispaniam ulteriorem. 

[8.2] The praetors were allotted their provinces: 
Titus Maenius was the urban praetor, Marcus 
Licinius between citizens and foreigners, Gaius 
Aurelius Scaurus got Sardinia, Publius Cornelius 
Sulla got Sicily, Lucius Quinctius Crispinus 
Nearer Spain, and Gaius Calpurnius Piso Further 
Spain. 

[8.3] consulibus ambobus quaestio de 
clandestinis coniurationibus decreta est. 
Graecus ignobilis in Etruriam primum 
venit nulla cum arte earum, quas multas 
ad animorum corporumque cultum nobis 
eruditissima omnium gens invexit, 
sacrificulus et vates; 

[8.3] To both consuls an investigation into 
clandestine conspiracies was decreed. An 
unknown Greek came first to Etruria, with none 
of the Greeks' many arts, which the most learned 
people of all brought in for the cultivation of 
minds and bodies, but a sacrificing priest and 
fortune-teller; 

[8.4] nec is qui aperta religione, 
propalam et quaestum et disciplinam 
profitendo, animos errore imbueret, sed 
occultorum et nocturnorum antistes 
sacrorum. 

[8.4] neither was he one who with open religion, 
plainly declaring both his occupation and 
discipline, would fill minds with error, but a high 
priest of secret and nocturnal rites. 

[8.5] initia erant, quae primo paucis 
tradita sunt, deinde vulgari coepta sunt 
per viros mulieresque. additae voluptates 
religioni vini et epularum, quo plurium 
animi illicerentur. 

[8.5] There were initiatory rites, which first were 
handed over to a few, then began to be common 
among men and women. Added to religion were 
the pleasures of wine and feasts, with which the 
minds of many were seduced. 

[8.6] cum vinum animos incendisset, et 
nox et mixti feminis mares, aetatis 
tenerae maioribus, discrimen omne 
pudoris exstinxissent, corruptelae 
primum omnis generis fieri coeptae, cum 
ad id quisque, quo natura pronioris 
libidinis esset, paratam voluptatem 
haberet. 

[8.6] When wine had inflamed their minds, both 
night and the mixing of men with women, youth 
with older ages, extinguished all distinction of 
modesty, first all kinds of corruption began to 
arise, since each one had at hand the pleasure 
answering to that which his or her nature was 
more prone to desire. 

[8.7] nec unum genus noxae, stupra 
promiscua ingenuorum feminarumque 

[8.7] There was not only one type of vice, the 
promiscuous sexual disgraces of free-born males 
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erant, sed falsi testes, falsa signa 
testamentaque et indicia ex eadem 
officina exibant: 

and females, but also false witnesses, false seals 
and wills and evidence went out from the same 
workshop: 

[8.8] venena indidem intestinaeque 
caedes, ita ut ne corpora quidem 
interdum ad sepulturam exstarent. multa 
dolo, pleraque per vim audebantur. 
occulebat vim quod prae ululatibus 
tympanorumque et cymbalorum strepitu 
nulla vox quiritantium inter stupra et 
caedes exaudiri poterat. 

[8.8] poisonings from the same place and hidden 
murders, so that sometimes not even the bodies 
existed for burial. Many things were dared by 
deceit, more by violence. The violence was 
hidden because, compared with the howling and 
noise of drums and cymbals, no cry of the 
sufferers among the sexual disgraces and 
murders could be heard. 

[9.1] huius mali labes ex Etruria Romam 
veluti contagione morbi penetravit. primo 
urbis magnitudo capacior patientiorque 
talium malorum ea celavit: 

[9.1] The blemish of this evil penetrated Rome 
from Etruria like the contagion of a disease. At 
first the size of the city, more spacious and able 
to endure such evils, concealed it: 

[9.2] tandem indicium hoc maxime modo 
ad Postumium consulem pervenit. P. 
Aebutius, cuius pater publico equo 
stipendia fecerat, pupillus relictus, 
mortuis deinde tutoribus sub tutela 
Duroniae matris et vitrici T. Sempronii 
Rutili educatus fuerat. 

[9.2] at last information came through to the 
consul Postumius in about this manner. Publius 
Aebutius, whose father had performed his 
military service with a public horse, was left an 
orphan; then, when his guardians died, he was 
raised under the guardianship of his mother 
Duronia and his stepfather Titus Sempronius 
Rutilus. 

[9.3] et mater dedita viro erat, et vitricus, 
quia tutelam ita gesserat, ut rationem 
reddere non posset, aut tolli pupillum aut 
obnoxium sibi vinculo aliquo fieri 
cupiebat. via una corruptelae Bacchanalia 
erant. 

[9.3] His mother was devoted to her husband, 
and his stepfather, because he had managed his 
guardianship in such a way that he could not give 
an account, and wanted either for the orphan to 
be done away with or to come under obligation 
to him by some bond. The Bacchanalia were one 
way of corruption. 

[9.4] mater adulescentem appellat: se pro 
aegro eo vovisse, ubi primum 
convaluisset, Bacchis eum se initiaturam; 
damnatam voti benignitate deum 
exsolvere id velle. decem dierum 
castimonia opus esse: decimo die 
cenatum, deinde pure lautum in 
sacrarium deducturam. 

[9.4] The mother addressed the young man: she 
had vowed, on account of him being sick, that 
when he first recovered, she would initiate him 
into Bacchic rites; under obligation to her vow 
by the kindness of the gods she wished to fulfil 
it. For ten days chastity was needed: on the tenth 
day a feast, then after ritual purification, he 
would be led down into the shrine. 

[9.5] scortum nobile libertina Hispala 
Faecenia, non digna quaestu, cui 
ancillula adsuerat, etiam postquam 
manumissa erat, eodem se genere 

[9.5] A noble courtesan, a freedwoman, Hispala 
Faecenia, not worthy of the occupation to which 
as a young servant she had been accustomed, 
even after she had been freed, was maintaining 
herself in the same way. 
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tuebatur. 

[9.6] huic consuetudo iuxta vicinitatem 
cum Aebutio fuit, minime adulescentis 
aut rei aut famae damnosa: ultro enim 
amatus appetitusque erat, et maligne 
omnia praebentibus suis meretriculae 
munificentia sustinebatur. 

[9.6] Between her and Aebutius, because they 
were neighbours, there was an affair, minimally 
harmful to the young man either in fortune or in 
reputation: for he was voluntarily loved and 
approached, and, being provided everything 
grudgingly by his relatives, he was sustained by 
the generosity of the pretty harlot. 

[9.7] quin eo processerat consuetudine 
capta, ut post patroni mortem, quia in 
nullius manu erat, tutore ab tribunis et 
praetore petito, cum testamentum faceret, 
unum Aebutium institueret heredem. 

[9.7] More than that, captured by their affair, she 
had set out that, after the death of her patron, 
because she was under the legal control of no 
one, having sought a guardian from the tribunes 
and the praetor, when she made her will, she 
instituted Aebutius as her only heir. 

[10.1] haec amoris pignora cum essent, 
nec quicquam secretum alter ab altero 
haberent, per iocum adulescens vetat earn 
mirari, si per aliquot noctes secubuisset: 

[10.1] Since there was a pledge of love between 
them, and neither of them held any secrets from 
the other, in jest the young man forbade her to be 
surprised, if for a few nights he might sleep 
alone: 

[10.2] religionis se causa, ut voto pro 
valetudine sua facto liberetur, Bacchis 
initiari velle. id ubi mulier audivit, 
perturbata "dii meliora!" inquit: mori et 
sibi et illi satius esse quam id faceret; et 
in caput eorum detestari minas 
periculaque, qui id suasissent. 

[10.2] for the purpose of religion, in order that he 
might be freed from a vow made for the sake of 
his own health, he wished to be initiated into 
Bacchic rites. When the woman heard this, 
alarmed she cried, "the gods forbid!" She said 
that it would be more tolerable for both her and 
him to die than to do that; and she invoked curses 
and dangers on the heads of those who spoke in 
favour of that. 

[10.3] admiratus cum verba turn 
perturbationem tantam adulescens 
parcere exsecrationibus iubet: matrem id 
sibi adsentiente vitrico imperasse. 

[10.3] Surprised with her words and such 
distress, the young man told her to spare her 
curses: his mother, with his stepfather assenting, 
had ordered that to him. 

[10.4] "vitricus ergo" inquit "tuus — 
matrem enim insimulare forsitan fas non 
sit — pudicitiam famam spem vitamque 
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love for him, she declared what should be kept 
silent. She said that as a young servant attending 
her matron, she had entered the shrine, but as a 
freedwoman she had never approached it. 
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[10.6] scire corruptelarum omnis generis 
earn officinam esse; et iam biennio 
constare neminem initiatum ibi maiorem 
annis viginti. 

[10.6] She knew it to be the workshop of all 
kinds of corruption; and it was already well-
known that for two years no one had been 
initiated there who was more than twenty years 
old. 

[10.7] ut quisque introductus sit, velut 
victimam tradi sacerdotibus. eos 
deducere in locum, qui circumsonet 
ululatibus cantuque symphoniae et 
cymbalorum et tympanorum pulsu, ne 
vox quiritantis, cum per vim stuprum 
inferatur, exaudiri possit. 

[10.7] As each was introduced, he or she was 
handed over to the priests as if a sacrificial 
victim. They were led down into a place which 
echoed with howls and the song of a choir and 
the beat of cymbals and drums, so that the voice 
of the sufferer, when attacked through forced 
violation, could not be heard. 

[10.8] orare inde atque obsecrare, ut earn 
rem quocumque modo discuteret nec se 
eo praecipitaret, ubi omnia infanda 
patienda primum, deinde facienda essent. 

[10.8] Then she begged and implored him to 
dispel this matter in whatever way, and not to 
plunge himself into it, where he would first 
suffer every atrocious action, then perform them. 

[10.9] neque ante dimisit eum, quam 
fidem dedit adulescens ab his sacris se 
temperaturum. 

[10.9] Neither did she let him go, until the young 
man gave her his promise that he would abstain 
from these rites. 

[11.1] postquam domum venit, et mater 
mentionem intulit, quid eo die, quid 
deinceps ceteris, quae ad sacra 
pertinerent, faciendum esset, negat eorum 
se quicquam facturum, nec initiari sibi in 
animo esse. 

[11.1] When he came home, and his mother 
mentioned in order what he had to do that day 
and on the other days, which pertained to the 
rites, he refused to do any of them, neither did he 
intend to be initiated. 

[11.2] aderat sermoni vitricus. confestim 
mulier exclamat Hispalae concubitu 
carere eum decem noctes non posse; 
illius excetrae delenimentis et venenis 
imbutum nec parentis nec vitrici nec 
deorum verecundiam habere. iurgantes 
hinc mater, hinc vitricus cum quattuor 
eum servis domo exegerunt. 

[11.2] His stepfather was present at the 
conversation. Immediately the woman exclaimed 
that he could not abstain from sex with Hispala 
for ten nights; tainted by the enchantments and 
poisons of that serpent, he had no respect for his 
parents or his stepfather or the gods. Scolding 
him, with his mother on one side, and his 
stepfather on the other side, they drove him with 
four slaves out of the house. 

[11.3] adulescens inde ad Aebutiam se 
amitam contulit, causamque ei, cur esset 
a matre eiectus, narravit, deinde ex 
auctoritate eius postero die ad consulem 
Postumium arbitris remotis rem detulit. 

[11.3] From there the young man conferred with 
his aunt Aebutia, and told her the reason why he 
was driven out by his mother; then on her advice, 
the next day he reported the matter to the consul 
Postumius with no witnesses present. 

[11.4] consul post diem tertium redire ad 
se iussum dimisit; ipse Sulpiciam gravem 
feminam, socrum suam, percunctatus est, 

[11.4] The consul dismissed him, ordering him to 
return to him after the third day; he himself asked 
his mother-in-law Sulpicia, a respectable woman, 
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ecquam anum Aebutiam ex Aventino 
nosset. 

whether she knew an old woman, Aebutia, from 
the Aventine. 

[11.5] cum ea nosse probam et antiqui 
moris ferninam respondisset, opus esse 
sibi ea conventa dixit: mitteret nuntium 
ad earn, ut veniret. 

[11.5] When she responded that she was an 
upright woman of ancient morals, he said that he 
needed a meeting with her: she should send a 
message to her, that she might come. 

[11.6] Aebutia accita ad Sulpiciam venit, 
et consul paulo post, velut forte 
intervenisset, sermonem de Aebutio 
fratris eius filio infert. 

[11.6] Having been summoned, Aebutia came to 
Sulpicia, and a little later the consul, as if 
interrupting by chance, brought in a conversation 
about Aebutius, the son of her brother. 

[11.7] lacrimae mulieri obortae, et 
miserari casum adulescentis coepit, qui 
spoliatus fortunis, a quibus minime 
oporteret, apud se tunc esset, eiectus a 
matre, quod probus adulescens — dii 
propitii essent—obscenis, ut fama esset, 
sacris initiari nollet. 

[11.7] Tears arose from the woman, and she 
began to mourn the misfortune of the young man, 
who was robbed of his property by those who 
least should have done it, and was then with her, 
driven away by his mother, because the virtuous 
young man — may the gods be gracious — did not 
want to be initiated into, as their reputation was, 
obscene rites. 

[12.1] satis exploratum de Aebutio ratus 
consul non vanum auctorem esse, 
Aebutia dimissa socrum rogat, ut 
Hispalam indidem ex Aventino 
libertinam, non ignotam viciniae, 
arcesseret ad sese: earn quoque esse quae 
percunctari vellet. 

[12.1] The consul, feeling certain enough that 
Aebutius was not an unreliable informant, 
dismissed Aebutia and asked his mother-in-law 
to summon to herself Hispala, who was also from 
the Aventine, a freedwoman not unknown to the 
neighbourhood: she also was someone he wanted 
to question. 

[12.2] ad cuius nuntium perturbata 
Hispala, quod ad tam nobilem et gravem 
feminam ignara causae arcesseretur, 
postquam lictores in vestibulo turbamque 
consularem et consulem ipsum conspexit, 
prope exanimata est. 

[12.2] Hispala was alarmed by this message, 
because she did not know the reason why she 
was being summoned to such a noble and 
respectable woman, and when she saw the lictors 
in the entrance and the consular retinue and the 
consul himself, she nearly fainted. 

[12.3] in interiorem partem aedium 
abductam socru adhibita consul, si vera 
dicere inducere in animum posset, negat 
perturbari debere; fidem vel a Sulpicia, 
tali femina, vel ab se acciperet; 

[12.3] Having led her away into the interior part 
of the house and summoned his mother-in-law, 
the consul told Hispala that, if she could 
persuade herself to speak the truth, she would not 
have to be alarmed; she would receive assurance 
either from Sulpicia, so great a woman, or from 
himself; 

[12.4] expromeret sibi, quae in luco 
Stimulae Bacchanalibus in sacro 
nocturno solerent fieri. 

[12.4] she should disclose to them what rites 
were usually performed in the nocturnal rites at 
the Bacchanalia in the grove of Stimula. 
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[12.5] hoc ubi audivit, tantus pavor 
tremorque omnium membrorum 
mulierem cepit, ut diu hiscere non posset. 

[12.5] When she heard this, such panic and 
trembling of all her limbs took the woman, that 
for a long time she could not open her mouth. 

[12.6] tandem confirmata puellam 
admodum se ancillam initiatam cum 
domina ait: aliquot annis, ex quo 
manumissa sit, nihil quid ibi fiat scire. 

[12.6] Having finally recovered, she said that 
when she was quite young and a slave, she had 
been initiated with her matron: for some years 
after her manumission, she knew nothing about 
what happened there. 

[12.7] iam id ipsum consul laudare, quod 
initiatam se non infitiaretur: sed et cetera 
eadem fide expromeret. 

[12.7] Now the consul praised this itself, that she 
had not denied that she had been initiated: but 
she was also to disclose the rest under the same 
assurances. 

[12.8] neganti ultra quicquam scire, non 
eandem dicere, si coarguatur ab alio, ac 
per se fatenti veniam aut gratiam fore; 
eum sibi omnia exposuisse, qui ab illa 
audisset. 

[12.8] When she denied that she knew anything 
else, he said that there would not be the same 
pardon or gratitude, if she were convicted by 
something else, as if confessing on her own; the 
man who had heard it from her had explained 
everything to him. 

[13.1] mulier haud dubie, id quod erat, 
Aebutium indicem arcani rata esse, ad 
pedes Sulpiciae procidit, et eam primo 
orare coepit, 

[13.1] The woman, no doubt thinking, as it really 
was, that Aebutius had revealed the secret, fell 
down to the feet of Sulpicia, and at first began to 
beg her, 

[13.2] ne mulieris libertinae cum amatore 
sermonem in rem non seriam modo sed 
capitalem etiam verti vellet: se terrendi 
eius causa, non quod sciret quicquam, ea 
locutam esse. 

[13.2] that she should not want to turn the 
conversation of a freedwoman with her lover into 
a matter not only serious but also fatal: she had 
spoken these things for the purpose of terrifying 
him, not because she knew anything. 

[13.3] hic Postumius accensus ira tum 
quoque ait earn cum Aebutio se amatore 
cavillari credere, non in domo 
gravissimae feminae et cum consule 
loqui. et Sulpicia attollere paventem, 
simul illam adhortari, simul iram generi 
lenire. 

[13.3] To this Postumius, inflamed with anger, 
said that she believed even then that she was 
jesting with her lover Aebutius, not in the home 
of a most respectable woman and speaking with 
the consul. And Sulpicia lifted up the terrified 
woman, encouraged her and at the same time 
lightened the anger of her son-in-law. 

[13.4] tandem confirmata, multum 
incusata perfidia Aebutii, qui optime de 
ipso meritae talem gratiam rettulisset, 

[13.4] Finally she recovered, complaining much 
of the treachery of Aebutius, who returned this 
kind of gratitude to her who deserved the best 
from him, 

[13.5] magnum sibi metum deorum, 
quorum occulta initia enuntiaret, 
maiorem multo dixit hominum esse qui 
se indicem manibus suis discerpturi 

[13.5] she said she had great fear of the gods, 
whose secret initiations she disclosed, but much 
more fear of the men who would tear her apart 
with their own hands for informing. 
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[13.4] tandem confirmata, multum 
incusata perfidia Aebutii, qui optime de 
ipso meritae talem gratiam rettulisset, 

[13.4] Finally she recovered, complaining much 
of the treachery of Aebutius, who returned this 
kind of gratitude to her who deserved the best 
from him, 

[13.5] magnum sibi metum deorum, 
quorum occulta initia enuntiaret, 
maiorem multo dixit hominum esse qui 
se indicem manibus suis discerpturi 

[13.5] she said she had great fear of the gods, 
whose secret initiations she disclosed, but much 
more fear of the men who would tear her apart 
with their own hands for informing. 
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essent. 

[13.6] itaque hoc se Sulpiciam, hoc 
consulem orare, ut se extra Italiam aliquo 
ablegarent, ubi reliquum vitae degere tuto 
posset. 

[13.6] And so she begged Sulpicia and the consul 
to send her out of the way somewhere outside 
Italy, where she could spend the rest of her life in 
safety. 

[13.7] bono animo esse iubere earn 
consul, et sibi curae fore dicere, ut 
Romae tuto habitaret. 

[13.7] The consul told her to be of good courage, 
and it would be his responsibility that she would 
live in Rome safely. 

[13.8] tum Hispala originem sacrorum 
expromit. primo sacrarium id feminarum 
fuisse, nec quemquam eo virum admitti 
solitum. tres in anno statos dies habuisse, 
quibus interdiu Bacchis initiarentur; 
sacerdotes in vice matronas creari solitas. 

[13.8] Then Hispala set forth the origin of the 
rites. At first it was a shrine of women, neither 
was it custom for any men to be admitted to it. 
There had been three days appointed every year, 
in which there were initiations to Bacchus by 
day; it was custom to appoint matrons in turn as 
priestesses. 

[13.9] Pacullam Anniam Campanam 
sacerdotem omnia, tamquam deum 
monitu, immutasse: nam et viros eam 
primam filios suos initiasse, Minium et 
Herennium Cerrinios; et noctumum 
sacrum ex diurno, et pro tribus in anno 
diebus quinos singulis mensibus dies 
initiorum fecisse. 

[13.9] Paculla Annia, a Campanian priestess, had 
changed all of this, as if advised by the gods: for 
she was the first to have initiated men, her sons, 
Minius and Herennius Cerrinius; and nocturnal 
instead of daytime rituals, and instead of three 
days every year, she had established five days of 
initiation every month. 

[13.10] ex quo in promiscuo sacra sint et 
permixti viri feminis, et noctis licentia 
accesserit, nihil ibi facinoris, nihil flagitii 
praetermissum. plura virorum inter sese 
quam feminarum esse stupra. 

[13.10] From the time when rites were held in 
common and men mixed with women, and the 
freedom of night was added, no kind of crime, no 
kind of disgrace was overlooked. There were 
more sexual disgraces among men with one 
another than with women. 

[13.11] si qui minus patientes dedecoris 
sint et pigriores ad facinus, pro victimis 
immolari. nihil nefas ducere, hanc 
summam inter eos religionem esse. 

[13.11] If someone was less enduring of disgrace 
and more reluctant to commit crime, he or she 
was sacrificed as a victim. 

[13.12] viros, velut mente capta, cum 
iactatione fanatica corporis vaticinari; 
matronas Baccharum habitu crinibus 
sparsis cum ardentibus facibus decurrere 
ad Tiberim, demissasque in aquam faces, 
quia vivum sulpur cum calce insit, 
integra flamma efferre. 

[13.12] Men, as if their minds had been captured, 
prophesied with fanatical tossing of their bodies; 
matrons in the costume of Bacchae, with hair 
tossed about and blazing torches, would run 
down to the Tiber, and plunging the torches in 
the water, because live sulphur mixed with 
calcium was on them, they would lift the torches 
out with the flames intact. 

[13.13] raptos a diis homines dici, quos [13.13] People were said to have been taken 

115 

essent. 

[13.6] itaque hoc se Sulpiciam, hoc 
consulem orare, ut se extra Italiam aliquo 
ablegarent, ubi reliquum vitae degere tuto 
posset. 

[13.6] And so she begged Sulpicia and the consul 
to send her out of the way somewhere outside 
Italy, where she could spend the rest of her life in 
safety. 

[13.7] bono animo esse iubere earn 
consul, et sibi curae fore dicere, ut 
Romae tuto habitaret. 

[13.7] The consul told her to be of good courage, 
and it would be his responsibility that she would 
live in Rome safely. 

[13.8] turn Hispala originem sacrorum 
expromit. primo sacrarium id feminarum 
fuisse, nec quemquam eo virum admitti 
solitum. tres in anno statos dies habuisse, 
quibus interdiu Bacchis initiarentur; 
sacerdotes in vice matronas creari solitas. 

[13.8] Then Hispala set forth the origin of the 
rites. At first it was a shrine of women, neither 
was it custom for any men to be admitted to it. 
There had been three days appointed every year, 
in which there were initiations to Bacchus by 
day; it was custom to appoint matrons in turn as 
priestesses. 

[13.9] Pacullam Anniam Campanam 
sacerdotem omnia, tamquam deum 
monitu, immutasse: nam et viros earn 
primam filios suos initiasse, Minium et 
Herennium Cerrinios; et nocturnum 
sacrum ex diurno, et pro tribus in anno 
diebus quinos singulis mensibus dies 
initiorum fecisse. 

[13.9] Paculla Annia, a Campanian priestess, had 
changed all of this, as if advised by the gods: for 
she was the first to have initiated men, her sons, 
Minius and Herennius Cerrinius; and nocturnal 
instead of daytime rituals, and instead of three 
days every year, she had established five days of 
initiation every month. 

[13.10] ex quo in promiscuo sacra sint et 
permixti viri feminis, et noctis licentia 
accesserit, nihil ibi facinoris, nihil flagitii 
praetermissum. plura virorum inter sese 
quam feminarum esse stupra. 

[13.10] From the time when rites were held in 
common and men mixed with women, and the 
freedom of night was added, no kind of crime, no 
kind of disgrace was overlooked. There were 
more sexual disgraces among men with one 
another than with women. 

[13.11] si qui minus patientes dedecoris 
sint et pigriores ad facinus, pro victimis 
immolari. nihil nefas ducere, hanc 
summam inter eos religionem esse. 

[13.11] If someone was less enduring of disgrace 
and more reluctant to commit crime, he or she 
was sacrificed as a victim. 

[13.12] viros, velut mente capta, cum 
iactatione fanatica corporis vaticinari; 
matronas Baccharum habitu crinibus 
sparsis cum ardentibus facibus decurrere 
ad Tiberim, demissasque in aquam faces, 
quia vivum sulpur cum calce insit, 
integra flamma efFerre. 

[13.12] Men, as if their minds had been captured, 
prophesied with fanatical tossing of their bodies; 
matrons in the costume of Bacchae, with hair 
tossed about and blazing torches, would run 
down to the Tiber, and plunging the torches in 
the water, because live sulphur mixed with 
calcium was on them, they would lift the torches 
out with the flames intact. 

[13.13] raptos a diis homines dici, quos [13.13] People were said to have been taken 



116 

machinae illigatos ex conspectu in 
abditos specus abripiant: 

away by the gods, who, fastened to machines, 
were taken away out of sight into a hidden cave: 

[13.14] eos esse, qui aut coniurare aut 
sociari facinoribus aut stuprum pati 
noluerint. multitudinem ingentem, 
alterum iam prope populum esse; in his 
nobiles quosdam viros feminasque. 
biennio proximo institutum esse, ne quis 
maior viginti annis initiaretur: captari 
aetates et erroris et stupri patientes. 

[13.14] they were those who were not willing 
either to conspire or to be associates in crimes or 
to suffer violation. They were a great multitude, 
already almost another people; among these were 
certain noble men and women. In the last two 
years it was instituted that no one more than 
twenty years old would be initiated: these ages 
were captured as submitting to both error and 
corruption. 

[14.1] peracto indicio advoluta rursus 
genibus preces easdem, ut se ablegaret, 
repetiv it. 

[14.1] Having finished her testimony, again 
falling on her knees she repeated the same 
prayers, that they would banish her. 

[14.2] consul rogat socrum, ut aliquam 
partem aedium vacuam faceret, quo 
Hispala immigraret. cenaculum super 
aedes datum est, scalis ferentibus in 
publicum obseratis, aditu in aedes verso. 

[14.2] The consul asked his mother-in-law to 
make empty some part of her house, where 
Hispala could move in. An apartment above the 
house was given, the stairs leading into the street 
were closed off, and the entrance was turned so it 
went into the house. 

[14.3] res omnes Faeceniae extemplo 
translatae et familia arcessita, et Aebutius 
migrare ad consulis clientem iussus. ita 
cum indices ambo in potestate essent, 
rem ad senatum Postumius defert, 
omnibus ordine expositis, quae delata 
primo, quae deinde ab se inquisita forent. 

[14.3] All of Faecenia's property was 
immediately transferred and her slaves sent for, 
and Aebutius was ordered to move to the house 
of a client of the consul. When both witnesses 
were thus in his power, Postumius reported the 
matter to the senate, explaining everything in 
order, first what was reported, then what was 
investigated by him. 

[14.4] patres pavor ingens cepit, cum 
publico nomine, ne quid eae 
coniurationes coetusque nocturni fraudis 
occultae aut periculi importarent, turn 
privatim suorum cuiusque vicem, ne quis 
adfinis ei noxae esset. 

[14.4] Great panic took the fathers, first in the 
name of the public, lest these conspiracies and 
nocturnal gatherings bring in secret treacheries or 
dangers, then in turn, privately, each for 
themselves, lest any relatives be guilty of this. 

[14.5] censuit autem senatus gratias 
consuli agendas, quod eam rem et cum 
singulari cura et sine ullo tumultu 
investigasset. 

[14.5] Then the senate decreed that thanks be 
given to the consul, because he had investigated 
the situation with singular care and without any 
commotion. 

[14.6] quaestionem deinde de 
Bacchanalibus sacrisque nocturnis extra 
ordinem consulibus mandant; indicibus 
Aebutio ac Faeceniae ne fraudi ea res sit 

[14.6] Then they mandated to the consuls an 
extraordinary investigation of the Bacchanalia 
and nocturnal rites; they ordered them to ensure 
that this situation would bring no damage to 
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curare et alios indices praemiis invitare 
l iubent; 

Aebutius and Faecenia, and to invite other 
informants with rewards; 

[14.7] sacerdotes eorum sacrorum, seu 
viri seu feminae essent, non Romae 
modo sed per omnia fora et conciliabula 
conquiri, ut in consulum potestate essent; 
edici praeterea in urbe Roma et per totam 
Italiam edicta mitti, 

[14.7] the priests of these rites, whether they 
were men or women, not only in Rome but 
through all forums and places of public 
gatherings, should be searched out, so they 
would be in the power of the consuls; it was 
proclaimed in addition that in the city of Rome 
and through all of Italy edicts should be sent, 

[14.8] ne quis, qui Bacchis initiatus esset, 
coisse aut convenisse sacrorum causa 
velit, neu quid talis rei divinae fecisse. 
ante omnia ut quaestio de its habeatur, 
qui coierint coniuraverintve, quo stuprum 
flagitiumve inferretur. haec senatus 
decrevit. 

[14.8] that no one, who was initiated to Bacchus, 
should wish to meet or assemble for the sake of 
these rites, nor to make any such sacrifice. 
Before all else it was proposed that an 
investigation should be conducted of those who 
had come together or conspired to commit 
disgrace or crime. This the senate decreed. 

[14.9] consules aedilibus curulibus 
imperarunt, ut sacerdotes eius sacri 
omnes conquirerent, comprehensosque 
libero conclavi ad quaestionem servarent; 
aediles plebis viderent, ne qua sacra in 
operto fierent. 

[14.9] The consuls ordered the curule aediles to 
search out all of the priests of these rites, so that, 
seized in free custody, they could serve the 
investigation; the plebeian aediles would see that 
none of these rites should be performed in secret. 

[14.10] triumviris capitalibus mandatum 
est, ut vigilias disponerent per urbem 
servarentque, ne qui nocturni coetus 
fierent, utque ab incendiis caveretur; 
adiutores triumviris quinqueviri uls cis 
Tiberim suae quisque regionis aedificiis 
praeessent. 

[14.10] To the triumviri capitales it was entrusted 
to station guards throughout the city, to watch 
that no nocturnal assembly would be held, and to 
be on guard against fires; as assistants to the 
triumviri, five men on the right and left banks of 
the Tiber were to guard each over the buildings, 
each in his own district. 

[15.1] ad haec officia dimissis 
magistratibus consules in rostra 
escenderunt, et contione advocata cum 
sollemne carmen precationis, quod 
praefari, priusquam populum 
adloquantur, magistratus solent, 
peregisset consul, ita coepit. 

[15.1] When the magistrates had been sent away 
to these duties, the consuls ascended onto the 
Rostra, and having called an assembly, when the 
consul had finished the usual song of prayer, 
which magistrates are accustomed to say before 
addressing the public, he thus began. 

[15.2] "nulli umquam contioni, Quirites, 
tam non solum apta sed etiam necessaria 
haec sollemnis deorum comprecatio fuit, 
quae vos admoneret hos esse deos, quos 
colere venerari precarique maiores vestri 
instituissent, 

[15.2] "Never for any assembly, citizens, has this 
usual public supplication of the gods been not 
only so fitting but also necessary, which reminds 
us that these are the gods whom our ancestors 
instituted to be worshipped, venerated, and 
prayed to, 
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[15.3] non illos, qui pravis et externis 
religionibus captas mentes velut 
furialibus stimulis ad omne scelus et ad 
omnem libidinem agerent. 

[15.3] not those, which with depraved and 
foreign religious rites drive captured minds, as if 
goaded by the Furies, to every crime and to every 
lust. 

[15.4] equidem nec quid taceam nec 
quatenus proloquar invenio. si aliquid 
ignorabitis, ne locum neglegentiae dem, 
si omnia nudavero, ne nimium terroris 
offundam vobis, vereor. 

[15.4] For my part, I find neither what I should 
be silent about nor how far I should speak out. I 
am afraid that if you are ignorant of something, I 
might give a place for negligence, but if I bare 
everything to you, I might spread too much 
terror. 

[15.5] quidquid dixero, minus quam pro 
atrocitate et magnitudine rei dictum 
scitote esse: ut ad cavendum satis sit, 
dabitur opera a nobis. 

[15.5] Whatever I will have said, know that my 
words are less than the atrocity and magnitude of 
the situation: that there be sufficient taking of 
precautions is the task given by us. 

[15.6] Bacchanalia tota iam pridem Italia 
et nunc per urbem etiam multis locis 
esse, non fama solum accepisse vos sed 
crepitibus etiam ululatibusque nocturnis, 
qui personant tota urbe, certum habeo, 
ceterum quae ea res sit, ignorare: 

[15.6] I am certain that you have heard that the 
Bacchanalia have already long been all over Italy 
and now even in many places throughout the city, 
not only through rumours, but also by the noise 
and cries at night, which echo through the whole 
city, but as for the rest, what this matter might be, 
you do not know: 

[15.7] alios deorum aliquem cultum, 
alios concessum ludum et lasciviam 
credere esse, et qualecumque sit, ad 
paucos pertinere. 

[15.7] some of you believe it to be some kind of 
worship of the gods, others an allowable play and 
lewdness, and whatever kind it is, that it 
concerns only a few. 

[15.8] quod ad multitudinem eorum 
attinet, si dixero multa milia hominum 
esse, ilico necesse est exterreamini, nisi 
adiunxero qui qualesque sint. 

[15.8] What pertains to their number, if I say they 
are many thousands of people, instantly you will 
necessarily be terrified, unless I add who and of 
what kind they are. 

[15.9] primum igitur mulierum magna 
pars est, et is fons mali huiusce fuit; 
deinde simillimi feminis mares, stuprati 
et constupratores, fanatici, vigiliis, vino, 
strepitibus clamoribusque nocturnis 
attoniti. 

[15.9] And so first a great part of them are 
women, and they are the source of this evil; then 
there are men similar to the women, debauched 
and debauchers, fanatics, inspired by 
sleeplessness, wine, noise and shouts at night. 

[15.10] nullas adhuc vires coniuratio, 
ceterum incrementum ingens virium 
habet, quod in dies plures fiunt. 

[15.10] So far the conspiracy has no strength, but 
a great increase in strength, for day by day it 
becomes greater. 

[15.11] maiores vestri ne vos quidem, 
nisi cum aut vexillo in arce posito 
comitiorum causa exercitus eductus 

[15.11] Your ancestors indeed did not wish you 
to assemble by chance and for no reason, except 
when either the standard was set up on the citadel 
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words are less than the atrocity and magnitude of 
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[15.6] Bacchanalia tota iam pridem Italia 
et nunc per urbem etiam multis locis 
esse, non fama solum accepisse vos sed 
crepitibus etiam ululatibusque nocturnis, 
qui personant tota urbe, certum habeo, 
ceterum quae ea res sit, ignorare: 

[15.6] I am certain that you have heard that the 
Bacchanalia have already long been all over Italy 
and now even in many places throughout the city, 
not only through rumours, but also by the noise 
and cries at night, which echo through the whole 
city, but as for the rest, what this matter might be, 
you do not know: 

[15.7] alios deorum aliquem cultum, 
alios concessum ludum et lasciviam 
credere esse, et qualecumque sit, ad 
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[15.7] some of you believe it to be some kind of 
worship of the gods, others an allowable play and 
lewdness, and whatever kind it is, that it 
concerns only a few. 

[15.8] quod ad multitudinem eorum 
attinet, si dixero multa milia hominum 
esse, ilico necesse est exterreamini, nisi 
adiunxero qui qualesque sint. 

[15.8] What pertains to their number, if I say they 
are many thousands of people, instantly you will 
necessarily be terrified, unless I add who and of 
what kind they are. 

[15.9] primum igitur mulierum magna 
pars est, et is fons mali huiusce fuit; 
deinde simillimi feminis mares, stuprati 
et constupratores, fanatici, vigiliis, vino, 
strepitibus clamoribusque nocturnis 
attoniti. 

[15.9] And so first a great part of them are 
women, and they are the source of this evil; then 
there are men similar to the women, debauched 
and debauchers, fanatics, inspired by 
sleeplessness, wine, noise and shouts at night. 

[15.10] nullas adhuc vires coniuratio, 
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habet, quod in dies plures fiunt. 

[15.10] So far the conspiracy has no strength, but 
a great increase in strength, for day by day it 
becomes greater. 

[15.11] maiores vestri ne vos quidem, 
nisi cum aut vexillo in arce posito 
comitiorum causa exercitus eductus 

[15.11] Your ancestors indeed did not wish you 
to assemble by chance and for no reason, except 
when either the standard was set up on the citadel 
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esset, aut plebi concilium tribuni 
edixissent, aut aliquis ex magistratibus ad 
contionem vocasset, forte temere coire 
voluerunt; et ubicumque multitudo esset, 
ibi et legitimum rectorem multitudinis 
censebant esse debere. 

and the army was summoned for an election, or 
when the tribunes declared a council of the plebs, 
or when some of the magistrates called you to an 
assembly; and wherever there was a crowd, they 
resolved that there should be a legal leader of the 
crowd there. 

[15.12] quales primum nocturnos coetus, 
deinde promiscuos mulierum ac virorum 
esse creditis? 

[15.12] Of what sort do you think are gatherings 
that are first nocturnal, then of men and women 
in common? 

[15.13] si quibus aetatibus initientur 
mares sciatis, non misereat vos eorum 
solum, sed etiam pudeat. hoc sacramento 
initiatos iuvenes milites faciendos 
censetis, Quirites? 

[15.13] If you knew at what ages males were 
initiated, you would not only pity them, but also 
feel ashamed. Do you think that young men 
initiated by this oath should be made soldiers, 
citizens? 

[15.14] his ex obsceno sacrario eductis 
arma committenda? hi cooperti stupris 
suis alienisque pro pudicitia coniugum ac 
liberorum vestrorum ferro decernent? 

[15.14] Should arms be committed to men 
summoned from this filthy shrine? Should these 
men, covered over with their own and others' 
disgraces, fight with iron for the chastity of your 
wives and children? 

[16.1] minus tamen esset, si flagitiis 
tantum effeminati forent — ipsorum id 
magna ex parte dedecus erat — a 
facinoribus manus, mentem a fraudibus 
abstinuissent: 

[16.1] It would be less, however, if by such 
immorality they were made effeminate — this was 
for the most part their own dishonour — and if 
they refrained their hands from crimes, their 
minds from treachery: 

[16.2] numquam tantum malum in re 
publica fait, nec ad plures nec ad plum 
pertinens. quidquid his annis libidine, 
quidquid fraude, quidquid scelere 
peccatum est, ex illo uno sacrario scitote 
ortum esse. 

[16.2] never has there been so much evil in the 
Republic, nor concerning so many people and so 
many things. Whatever fault there is in recent 
years because of lust, fraud, or crime, know that 
it has arisen from this one shrine. 

[16.3] necdum omnia, in quae 
coniurarunt, edita facinora habent. adhuc 
privatis noxiis, quia nondum ad rem 
publicam opprimendam satis virium est, 
coniuratio sere impia tenet. crescit et 
serpit quotidie malum. iam maius est, 
quam ut capere id privata fortuna possit: 
ad summam rem publicam spectat. 

[16.3] Not yet have all the crimes in which they 
have conspired been revealed. The impious 
conspiracy still limits itself to private crimes, 
because there is not yet enough power to 
overthrow the Republic. Daily the evil grows and 
slowly it spreads. It is already bigger than if it 
were possible to capture it as a private matter: it 
looks toward control of the Republic. 

[16.4] nisi praecavetis, Quirites, iam huic 
diurnae, legitime ab consule vocatae, par 
nocturna contio esse poterit. nunc illi vos 

li isngu universos contionantes timent: 

[16.4] Unless you take precautions, citizens, now 
at this meeting by day, legally assembled by the 
consul, there can be an assembly by night. Now 
they as individuals fear you all coming together 
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at this meeting by day, legally assembled by the 
consul, there can be an assembly by night. Now 
they as individuals fear you all coming together 
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iam ubi vos dilapsi domos et in rura 
vestra eritis, illi coierint, consultabunt de 
sua salute simul ac vestra pernicie: turn 
singulis vobis universi timendi erunt. 

to an assembly: now when you will have 
dispersed to your homes and farms, they will 
gather and discuss their own safety and at the 
same time your destruction: then they as a whole 
will be feared by you as individuals. 

[16.5] optare igitur unusquisque vestrum 
debet, ut bona mens suis omnibus fuerit. 
si quem libido, si furor in illum gurgitem 
abripuit, illorum eum, cum quibus in 
omne flagitium et facinus coniuravit, non 
suum iudicet esse. 

[16.5] Therefore every single one of you should 
hope that all of your friends have sound minds. If 
lust, if madness has taken someone away into 
that whirlpool, let him consider to whom he 
belongs, not to himself, but to those with whom 
he has conspired in every immorality and crime. 

[16.6] ne quis etiam errore labatur 
vestrum, Quirites, non sum securus. nihil 
enim in speciem fallacius est quam prava 
religio. 

[16.6] I am not even secure, citizens, that none of 
you have been led astray through error. For 
nothing is more deceptive in appearance than 
depraved religion. 

[16.7] ubi deorum numen praetenditur 
sceleribus, subit animum timor, ne 
fraudibus humanis vindicandis divini 
iuris aliquid immixtum violemus. hac vos 
religione innumerabilia decreta 
pontificum, senatus consulta, haruspicum 
denique responsa liberant. 

[16.7] When the authority of the gods is 
suggested as an excuse for crimes, fear comes 
secretly into the mind, lest in punishing human 
treachery we violate something of divine law 
mixed in. From this innumerable edicts of the 
pontiffs, decrees of the senate, and finally 
responses of the haruspices free you. 

[16.8] quotiens hoc patrum avorumque 
aetate negotium est magistratibus datum, 
uti sacra externa fieri vetarent, 
sacrificulos vatesque foro circo urbe 
prohiberent, vaticinos libros conquirerent 
comburerentque, omnem disciplinam 
sacrificandi praeterquam more Romano 
abolerent. 

[16.8] How often, in the age of our fathers and 
grandfathers, was the task given to the 
magistrates, to forbid the emergence of foreign 
rites, to prohibit sacrificing priests and prophets 
from the forum, the circus, and the city, to search 
out and burn up books of prophecy, and to 
abolish every system of discipline of sacrificing 
except those performed by Roman custom. 

[16.9] iudicabant enim prudentissimi viri 
omnis divini humanique iuris nihil aeque 
dissolvendae religionis esse, quam ubi 
non patrio sed externo ritu sacrificaretur. 

[16.9] For men wisest in all divine and human 
law used to judge that nothing was equal in 
destroying religion, than when sacrifices were 
performed, not according to native, but foreign 
rites. 

[16.10] haec vobis praedicenda ratus 
sum, ne qua superstitio agitaret animos 
vestros, cum demolientes nos 
Bacchanalia discutientesque nefarios 
coetus cerneretis. 

[16.10] I thought this warning should be given to 
you, so that no superstition could agitate your 
minds, when you see us destroying the 
Bacchanalia and dispelling the nefarious 
gatherings. 

[16.11] omnia diis propitiis 
volentibusque [ea] faciemus; qui quia 

[16.11] We will do everything by the favour and 
will of the gods; who, because they were 
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suum numen sceleribus libidinibusque 
contaminari indigne ferebant, ex occultis 
ea tenebris in lucem extraxerunt, nec 
patefieri, ut impunita essent, sed ut 
vindicarentur et opprimerentur, 
voluerunt. 

indignant that their own divinity was being 
contaminated by crimes and lust, have dragged 
out these things from hidden darkness into the 
light, neither have they wished that they be 
revealed so they can be unpunished, but so that 
they can be punished and suppressed. 

[16.12] senatus quaestionem extra 
ordinem de ea re mihi collegaeque meo 
mandavit. nos, quae ipsis nobis agenda 
sunt, impigre exsequemur; vigiliarum 
nocturnarum curam per urbem minoribus 
magistratibus mandavimus. 

[16.12] The senate has entrusted to me and my 
colleague an extraordinary investigation into this 
matter. We will energetically carry out that which 
must be done by us ourselves; the responsibility 
of keeping watch at night through the city we 
have entrusted to the minor magistrates. 

[16.13] vos quoque aequum est, quae 
vestra munia sunt, quo quisque loco 
positus erit, quod imperabitur, impigre 
praestare, et dare operam, ne quid fraude 
noxiorum periculi aut tumultus oriatur." 

[16.13] For you also it is reasonable, whatever 
your duties are, in whatever location each of you 
is positioned, to perform eagerly what you will 
be ordered, and to pay attention that no dangers 
or disorder may arise from the treachery of 
crimes." 

[17.1] recitari deinde senatus consulta 
iusserunt, indicique praemium 
proposuerunt, si quis quem ad se 
deduxisset nomenve absentis detulisset. 

[17.1] Then they ordered the decrees of the 
senate to be recited, and announced rewards to 
informants, if anyone brought someone to them 
or reported the name of anyone absent. 

[17.2] qui nominatus profugisset, diem 
certam se finituros, ad quam nisi citatus 
respondisset, absens damnaretur. si quis 
eorum, qui tum extra terram Italiam 
essent, nominaretur, ei laxiorem diem 
daturos, si venire ad causam dicendam 
vellet. 

[17.2] If anyone who had been named escaped, 
for him they determined a fixed date, on which if 
he did not respond when called, he would be 
condemned in his absence. If anyone was named 
of those who then were outside the land of Italy, 
they would give him a more flexible date, if he 
wished to come for the sake of speaking his 
cause. 

[17.3] edixerunt deinde, ne quis quid 
fugae causa vendidisse neve emisse 
vellet; ne quis reciperet, celaret, ope ulla 
iuvaret fugientes. 

[17.3] Then they proclaimed that no one should 
wish to buy or sell anything for the purpose of 
flight; no one should receive, conceal, or offer 
any kind of help to those fleeing. 

[17.4] contione dimissa terror magnus 
urbe tota fuit, nec moenibus se tantum 
urbis aut finibus Romanis continuit, sed 
passim per totam Italiam, litteris 
hospitum de senatus consulto et contione 
et edicto consulum acceptis, trepidari 
coeptum est. 

[17.4] The assembly was dismissed and there 
was great terror in the whole city, not contained 
within the walls of the city or the boundaries of 
Rome, but here and there throughout all of Italy, 
fear began to spread, through letters being 
received from friends about the decree of the 
senate, the assembly, and the edict of the consuls. 

[17.5] multi ea nocte, quae diem insecuta [17.5] That night, which came after the day in 
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est, quo in contione res palam facta est, 
custodiis circa portas positis fugientes a 
triumviris comprehensi et reducti sunt: 
multorum delata nomina. quidam ex its 
viri feminaeque mortem sibi 
consciverunt. 

which the matter was made publicly known in 
the assembly, many were captured and brought 
back by guards placed around the gates by the 
triumviri: the names of many were reported. 
Some of these, both men and women, inflicted 
death upon themselves. 

[17.6] coniurasse supra septem milia 
virorum ac mulierum dicebantur. capita 
autem coniurationis constabat esse M. et 
C. Atinios de plebe Romana et Faliscum 
L. Opicemium et Minium Cerrinium 
Campanum: 

[17.6] More than seven thousand men and 
women were said to have conspired. But the 
heads of the conspiracy, it was established, were 
Marcus and Gaius Atinius from the Roman plebs, 
and the Faliscan Lucius Opicemium and Minius 
Cerrinius, a Campanian: 

[17.7] ab his omnia facinora et flagitia 
orta, eos maximos sacerdotes 
conditoresque eius sacri esse. data opera, 
ut primo quoque tempore 
comprehenderentur. adducti ad consules 
fassique de se nullam moram indicio 
fecerunt. 

[17.7] from these every crime and immorality 
had risen, and they were the highest priests and 
founders of these rites. Attention was paid that 
they too were captured at the first opportunity. 
They were brought to the consuls and having 
confessed, they made no delay in giving 
information. 

[18.1] ceterum tanta fuga ex urbe facta 
erat, ut, quia multis actiones et res 
peribant, cogerentur praetores T. Maenius 
et M. Licinius per senatum res in diem 
tricesimum differ e, donec quaestiones a 
consulibus perficerentur. 

[18.1] But so great a flight was made from the 
city that, because so many proceedings and cases 
were falling through, the praetors, Titus Maenius 
and Marcus Licinius, were compelled through 
the senate to delay the matter for thirty days, 
until the investigations could be finished by the 
consuls. 

[18.2] eadem solitudo, quia Romae non 
respondebant nec inveniebantur, quorum 
nomina delata erant, coegit consules circa 
fora proficisci ibique quaerere et iudicia 
exercere. 

[18.2] The same depopulation, because at Rome 
those whose names had been reported did not 
respond or were not found, compelled the 
consuls to proceed around the forums and to 
investigate and exercise justice there. 

[18.3] qui tantum initiati erant et ex 
carmine sacro, praeeunte verba sacerdote, 
precationes fecerant, [in] quibus nefanda 
coniuratio in omne facinus ac libidinem 
continebatur, nec earum rerum ullam, in 
quas iureiurando. obligati erant, in se aut 
alios admiserant, eos in vinculis 
relinquebant: 

[18.3] Those who had been initiated and had 
made prayers according to the ritual formula, the 
priest dictating the words, in which the impious 
conspiracy to all vice and lust was contained, but 
had committed none of those acts, to which they 
were obligated by oath, they left in chains: 

[18.4] qui stupris aut caedibus violati 
erant, qui falsis testimoniis, signis 
adulterinis, subiectione testamentorum, 

[18.4] upon those who were violated by either 
sexual disgraces or murder, who were 
contaminated by false testimony, forged seals, 
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fraudibus aliis contaminati, eos capitali 
poena adficiebant. 

substitution of wills, and other frauds, they 
inflicted capital punishment. 

[18.5] plures necati quam in vincula 
coniecti sunt. magna vis in utraque causa 
virorum mulierumque fuit. 

[18.5] More were killed than were thrown 
together in chains. There was a great number of 
men and women in each category. 

[18.6] mulieres damnatas cognatis, aut in 
quorum manu essent, tradebant, ut ipsi in 
privato animadverterent in eas: si nemo 
erat idoneus supplicii exactor, in publico 
animadvertebatur. 

[18.6] Condemned women were handed over to 
their relatives, or to those in whose power they 
were, that they might themselves punish them in 
private: if no one was suitable to exact 
punishment, they were punished in public. 

[18.7] datum deinde consulibus negotium 
est, ut omnia Bacchanalia Romae 
primum, deinde per totam Italiam 
diruerent, extra quam si qua ibi vetusta 
ara aut signum consecratum esset. 

[18.7] Then the task was assigned to the consuls 
to demolish all Bacchanalia, first at Rome, then 
through all of Italy, except in cases where an 
ancient altar or image had been consecrated. 

[18.8] in reliquum deinde senatus 
consulto cautum est, ne qua Bacchanalia 
Romae neve in Italia essent. si quis tale 
sacrum sollemne et necessarium duceret, 
nec sine religione et piaculo se id 
omittere posse, apud praetorem urbanum 
profiteretur, praetor senatum consuleret. 

[18.8] Then for the future they took precautions 
by a decree of the senate, that there should be no 
Bacchanalia in Rome or Italy. If anyone 
considered such rites to be customary and 
necessary, and could not omit them without 
religious scruples and atonement, he should 
declare this before the urban praetor, and the 
praetor would consult the senate. 

[18.9] si ei permissum esset, cum in 
senate centum non minus essent, ita id 
sacrum faceret, dum ne plus quinque 
sacrificio interessent, neu qua pecunia 
communis neu quis magister sacrorum 
aut sacerdos esset. 

[18.9] If permission were given to him, when in 
the senate no less than one hundred were present, 
accordingly he should perform the rites, provided 
that no more than five be present at the sacrifice, 
no funds in common, and no one as master of 
rites or priest. 

[19.1] aliud deinde huic coniunctum 
referente Q. Marcio consule senatus 
consultum factum est, ut de iis, quos pro 
indicibus consules habuissent, integra res 
ad senatum referretur, cum Sp. Postumius 
quaestionibus perfectis Romam redisset. 

[19.1] Then another decree of the senate, joined 
to this, was made by the motion of the consul 
Quintus Marcius, that the entire matter of those 
whom the consuls had used as informants should 
be referred to the senate, when Spurius 
Postumius returned to Rome, having completed 
the investigations. 

[19.2] Minium Cerrinium Campanum 
Ardeam in vincula mittendum 
censuerunt, magistratibusque Ardeatium 
praedicendum, ut intentiore eum custodia 
adservarent, non solum ne effugeret, sed 

[19.2] They decreed that Minius Cerrinius the 
Campanian be sent to Ardea in chains, advance 
notice being given to the magistrates of the 
Ardeans, that the guards should watch him very 
closely, not only so he could not escape, but also 
so he could not have an opportunity to inflict 
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Quintus Marcius, that the entire matter of those 
whom the consuls had used as informants should 
be referred to the senate, when Spurius 
Postumius returned to Rome, having completed 
the investigations. 

[19.2] Minium Cerrinium Campanum 
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[19.2] They decreed that Minius Cerrinius the 
Campanian be sent to Ardea in chains, advance 
notice being given to the magistrates of the 
Ardeans, that the guards should watch him very 
closely, not only so he could not escape, but also 
so he could not have an opportunity to inflict 
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ne mortis consciscendae locum haberet. death on himself. 

[19.3] Sp. Postumius aliquanto post 
Romam venit: eo referente de R Aebutii 
et Hispalae Faeceniae praemio, quod 
eorum opera indicata Bacchanalia essent, 

[19.3] Sometime later, Spurius Postumius came 
to Rome: on his motion concerning rewards to 
Publius Aebutius and Hispala Faecenia, because 
it was by their help that the Bacchanalia were 
disclosed, 

[19.4] senatus consultum factum est, uti 
singulis his centena milia aeris 
quaestores urbani ex aerario darent; 
utique consul cum tribunis plebis ageret, 
ut ad plebem primo quoque tempore 
ferrent, ut P. Aebutio emerita stipendia 
essent, ne invitus militaret neve censor ei 
invito equum publicum adsignaret; 

[19.4] a decree of the senate was passed, that the 
urban quaestors should give 100,000 bronze 
coins to each individually out of the treasury; and 
the consul was to push forward with the tribunes 
of the plebs, to consult the plebs at the earliest 
possible time, so Publius Aebutius could be rated 
as having completed his military service, that he 
could not unwillingly serve in the army, and the 
censor could not assign him a public horse 
against his will; 

[19.5] utique Faeceniae Hispalae datio, 
deminutio, gentis enuptio, tutoris optio 
item esset, quasi ei vir testamento 
dedisset; utique ei ingenuo nubere liceret, 
neu quid ei qui earn duxisset ob id fraudi 
ignominiaeve esset; 

[19.5] and Faecenia Hispala would have the right 
of giving and transferring property, marrying 
outside her tribe, and likewise her choice of tutor, 
as if her husband had given it to her in his will; 
and it would be permitted to her to marry a man 
of free birth, and there would be no injury or 
dishonour to whoever led her in marriage on 
account of that; 

[19.6] utique consules praetoresque, qui 
nunc essent quive postea futuri essent, 
curarent, ne quid ei mulieri iniuriae 
fieret, utique tuto esset. id senatum velle 
et aequum censere, ut ita fieret. 

[19.6] and the consuls and praetors, who were 
now or would later be in office, should make sure 
that no injuries would be done to this woman, 
and she would be safe. The senate, as it 
happened, wished and perceived this to be just. 

[19.7] ea omnia lata ad plebem factaque 
sunt ex senatus consulto; [et] de 
ceterorum indicum impunitate 
praemiisque consulibus permissum est. 

[19.7] All of this was brought to the plebs and 
passed according to the decree of the senate; and 
concerning the impunity and rewards of the rest 
of the informants, it was permitted to the consuls. 
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Appendix B: 
Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus 

The Senatus Consultum de Bacchanalibus is a thirty-line bronze inscription with 
three distinct sections: the first section contains administrative details, such as the date 
and the names of the people who drafted it; the second section quotes the decrees of the 
Senate; and the third section contains additional instructions by the consuls and/or local 
magistrates who set up the inscription. In the following table, these three sections have 
been separated. The numbers denote the lines of the original inscription. 

1: Q. Marcius L. f., Sp. Postumius L. f. Cos. 
Senatum consoluerunt nonis Octob. Apud 
aedem 

2: Duelonai. Scribendo arfuerunt M. 
Claudius M. f., L. Valerius P. f., Q. 
Minucius C. f. De Bacanalibus, quei 
foideratei 

3a: esent, ita exdeicendum censuere: 

3b: Neiquis eorum Bacanal habuisse velet; 
sei ques 

4: essent, quei sibei deicerent necesus ese 
Bacanal habere, eeis utei ad pr. Urbanum 

5: Romam venirent, deque eeis rebus, ubei 
eorum verba audita esent, utei senatus 

6: noster decerneret, dum ne minus 
senatoribus C adesent quom ea res 
cosoleretur. 

7 Bacas vir nequis adiese velet ceivis 
Romanus neve nominus Latini neve 
socium 

8: quisquam, nisei pr. urbanum adiessent, 
isque de senatuos setentiae, dum ne 

9: minus senatoribus C adesent quom ea res 
cosoleretur, iousiset. Censuere. 

10: Sacerdos nequis vir eset; magister neque 
vir neque mulier quisquam eset; 

11: neve pecuniam quisquam eorum 
comoinem habuise velet; neve 
magistratum, 

12: neve pro magistratud, neque virum neque 
mulierem quiquam fecise velet; 

13: neve post hac inter se coniourase neve 
comvovise neve conspondise 

14: neve conpromesise velet; neve quisquam 

[1] Quintus Marcius son of Lucius, and 
Spurius Postumius son of Lucius, consuls, 
consulted the senate on October 7 [July 11], 
at the temple [2] of Bellona. Present at 
writing were Marcus Claudius son of 
Marcus, Lucius Valerius son of Publius, and 
Quintus Minucius son of Gaius. 
Concerning the Bacchanalia, where the 
allied cities were, [3a] they decreed that the 
following should be proclaimed: 

[3b] "Let no one wish to have a Bacchanal; 
if anyone [4] says it is necessary for them to 
have a Bacchanal, they must come to the 
urban praetor [5] at Rome, and about these 
matters, when their words are heard, our 
senate [6] must decide, provided that there 
are no less than one hundred senators 
present when the matter is discussed. 

[7] "Let no man wish to go to Bacchanalia, 
whether Roman or with Latin status or 
anyone of the allies, [8] unless they have 
gone to the urban praetor, and he has 
authorized it according to the judgment of 
the senate, provided that no [9] less than 
one hundred senators are present when the 
matter is discussed. They decreed. 
[10] "Let no man be priest; let no one, 
whether man or woman, be master; [11] let 
no one wish to have any money in common; 
[12] let no one wish to make any man or 
woman either a magistrate or pro-
magistrate; [13] Let no one after this wish 
to conspire among themselves, or to swear 
oaths in common, or to make mutual 
pledges [14] or promises; let no one wish to 
pledge faith among themselves. 
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[3b] "Let no one wish to have a Bacchanal; 
if anyone [4] says it is necessary for them to 
have a Bacchanal, they must come to the 
urban praetor [5] at Rome, and about these 
matters, when their words are heard, our 
senate [6] must decide, provided that there 
are no less than one hundred senators 
present when the matter is discussed. 

[7] "Let no man wish to go to Bacchanalia, 
whether Roman or with Latin status or 
anyone of the allies, [8] unless they have 
gone to the urban praetor, and he has 
authorized it according to the judgment of 
the senate, provided that no [9] less than 
one hundred senators are present when the 
matter is discussed. They decreed. 
[10] "Let no man be priest; let no one, 
whether man or woman, be master; [11] let 
no one wish to have any money in common; 
[12] let no one wish to make any man or 
woman either a magistrate or pro-
magistrate; [13] Let no one after this wish 
to conspire among themselves, or to swear 
oaths in common, or to make mutual 
pledges [14] or promises; let no one wish to 
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fidem inter se dedise velet. 
15: Sacra in oquoltod ne quisquam fecise 

velet; neve in poplicod neve in 
16: preivatod neve extrad urbem sacra 

quisquam fecise velet, nisei 
17: pr. urbanum adieset, isque de senatuos 

sententiad, dum ne minus 
18: senatoribus C adesent quom ea res 

cosoleretur, iousiset. Censuere. 
19: Homines pious V oinvorsei virei atque 

mulieres sacra ne quisquam 
20: fecise velet, neve inter ibei virei pious 

duobus, mulieribus pious tribus 
21: arfuise velent, nisei de pr. urbani 

seatuosque sententiad, utei suprad 
22a: scriptum est.' 

[15] "Let no one wish to perform rites in 
secret; let no one wish to perform any rites 
in public or in private or outside the city, 
unless [16] they have gone to the urban 
praetor, and he has authorized it according 
to the judgment of the senate, provided that 
no less than [18] one hundred senators are 
present when the matter is discussed. They 
decreed. 
[19] "Let no more than five people, 
including men and women, wish to perform 
rites; [20] let no more than two men, no 
more than three women, wish to be among 
them, [21] unless authorized by the urban 
praetor and the senate, as it is [22a] written 
above." 

22b: Haice utei in convention id exdeicatis 
ne minus trinum 

23: noundinum, senatuosque sententiam utei 
scientes esetis eorum 

24: sententia ita fait: 'sei ques esent, quei 
arvorsum ead fecisent, quam suprad 

25: scriptum est, eeis rem caputalem 
faciendam consuere' atque utei 

26: hoce in tabolam ahenam inceideretis, ita 
sentatus aiquom censuit, 

27: uteique earn figier ioubeatis, ubei 
facilumed gnoscier potisit; atque 

28: utei ae Bacanalia, sei qua sunt, extrad 
quam sei quid ibei sacra est, 

29: ita utei suprad scriptum est, in diebus X, 
quibus vobeis tabelai datai 

30: erunt, faciatis utei dismota sient. In agro 
Teurano. 

[22b] You must proclaim these decrees at a 
public meeting on no less than three [23] 
market days, and you must keep in mind the 
decree of the senate, [24] which was as 
follows: "if there is anyone who acts against 
that which [25] is written above, they 
decreed that a capital charge must be 
brought against him," and you must [26] 
engrave this on a bronze tablet (this also the 
senate decreed), [27] and order it to be 
fastened where it can be easily observed; 
and [28] such Bacchanalia, if there are any, 
unless there is anything sacred there, [29] as 
it is written above, within ten days from the 
time when these tablets are given, [30] 
make sure that they are removed. 

In the field of Teuranus. 
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fidem inter se dedise velet. 
15: Sacra in oquoltod ne quisquam fecise 

velet; neve in poplicod neve in 
16: preivatod neve extrad urbem sacra 

quisquam fecise velet, nisei 
17: pr. urbanum adieset, isque de senatuos 

sententiad, dum ne minus 
18: senatoribus C adesent quom ea res 

cosoleretur, iousiset. Censuere. 
19: Homines pious V oinvorsei virei atque 

mulieres sacra ne quisquam 
20: fecise velet, neve inter ibei virei pious 

duobus, mulieribus pious tribus 
21: arfuise velent, nisei de pr. urbani 

seatuosque sententiad, utei suprad 
22a: scriptum est.' 

[15] "Let no one wish to perform rites in 
secret; let no one wish to perform any rites 
in public or in private or outside the city, 
unless [16] they have gone to the urban 
praetor, and he has authorized it according 
to the judgment of the senate, provided that 
no less than [18] one hundred senators are 
present when the matter is discussed. They 
decreed. 
[19] "Let no more than five people, 
including men and women, wish to perform 
rites; [20] let no more than two men, no 
more than three women, wish to be among 
them, [21] unless authorized by the urban 
praetor and the senate, as it is [22a] written 
above." 

22b: Haice utei in convention id exdeicatis 
ne minus trinum 

23: noundinum, senatuosque sententiam utei 
scientes esetis eorum 

24: sententia ita fuit: 'sei ques esent, quei 
arvorsum ead fecisent, quam suprad 

25: scriptum est, eeis rem caputalem 
faciendam consuere' atque utei 

26: hoce in tabolam ahenam inceideretis, ita 
sentatus aiquom censuit, 

27: uteique earn figier ioubeatis, ubei 
facilumed gnoscier potisit; atque 

28: utei ae Bacanalia, sei qua sunt, extrad 
quam sei quid ibei sacra est, 

29: ita utei suprad scriptum est, in diebus X, 
quibus vobeis tabelai datai 

30: erunt, faciatis utei dismota sient. In agro 
Teurano. 

[22b] You must proclaim these decrees at a 
public meeting on no less than three [23] 
market days, and you must keep in mind the 
decree of the senate, [24] which was as 
follows: "if there is anyone who acts against 
that which [25] is written above, they 
decreed that a capital charge must be 
brought against him," and you must [26] 
engrave this on a bronze tablet (this also the 
senate decreed), [27] and order it to be 
fastened where it can be easily observed; 
and [28] such Bacchanalia, if there are any, 
unless there is anything sacred there, [29] as 
it is written above, within ten days from the 
time when these tablets are given, [30] 
make sure that they are removed. 

In the field of Teuranus. 


