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DIONYSOS

Dionysos is our oldest living symbol. First mentioned in texts of the
thirteenth century BC, he was for the ancient Greeks the divine
embodiment of wine, of mystery-cult, and of the theatre, and even
today is valued as a symbol of something fundamental to being
human. With the power of his epiphany Dionysos broke down the
barriers of individual consciousness, he merged the individual into the
group. He did it not only by wine, but also in the transformation of
individuals in the theatre, and in the rehearsal of death in mystery-
cult. In this way Dionysos could embody the whole community, but
could also be a refined philosophical symbol.

He was the most serious rival to the spread of Christianity, by which
he was not entirely eliminated: his resurgences in Renaissance Italy
and nineteenth-century Germany are described in the final chapter 
of this book. Dionysos, a groundbreaking survey of one of the most
enduring of Greek gods, provides an excellent reference point for study
and will also be of interest to readers in related disciplines.

Richard Seaford is a Professor in the Department of Classics at Exeter.
His books include commentaries on the two Dionysiac plays of
Euripides and Reciprocity and Ritual: Homer and Tragedy in the
Developing City-State.
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SERIES FOREWORD

For a person who is about to embark on any serious discourse or task, it is proper

to begin first with the gods. 

(Demosthenes, Letters 1.1)

WHY GODS AND HEROES? 

The gods and heroes of classical antiquity are part of our culture. Many
function as sources of creative inspiration for poets, novelists, artists,
composers, filmmakers and designers. Greek tragedy’s enduring
appeal has ensured an ongoing familiarity with its protagonists’
experiences and sufferings, while the choice of Minerva as the logo of
one of the newest British universities, the University of Lincoln,
demonstrates the ancient gods’ continued emblematic potential. Even
the world of management has used them as representatives of different
styles: Zeus and the ‘club’ culture for example, and Apollo and the
‘role’ culture: see C. Handy, The Gods of Management: who they are,
how they work and why they fail (London, 1978). 

This series is concerned with how and why these figures continue
to fascinate and intrigue. But it has another aim too, namely to 
explore their strangeness. The familiarity of the gods and heroes risks
obscuring a vital difference between modern meanings and ancient
functions and purpose. With certain exceptions, people today do not
worship them, yet to the Greeks and Romans they were real beings in
a system comprising literally hundreds of divine powers. These range



from the major gods, each of whom was worshipped in many guises
via their epithets or ‘surnames’, to the heroes – deceased individuals
associated with local communities – to other figures such as daimons
and nymphs. The landscape was dotted with sanctuaries, while natural
features such as mountains, trees and rivers were thought to be
inhabited by religious beings. Studying ancient paganism involves
finding strategies to comprehend a world where everything was, in the
often quoted words of Thales, ‘full of gods’.

In order to get to grips with this world, it is necessary to set aside
our preconceptions of the divine, shaped as they are in large part by
Christianised notions of a transcendent, omnipotent God who is
morally good. The Greeks and Romans worshipped numerous beings,
both male and female, who looked, behaved and suffered like 
humans, but who, as immortals, were not bound by the human
condition. Far from being omnipotent, each had limited powers: even
the sovereign, Zeus/Jupiter, shared control of the universe with his
brothers Poseidon/Neptune (the sea) and Hades/Pluto (the under-
world). Lacking a creed or anything like an organised church, ancient
paganism was open to continual reinterpretation, with the result 
that we should not expect to find figures with a uniform essence. It is
common to begin accounts of the pantheon with a list of the major
gods and their function(s) (Hephaistos/Vulcan: craft; Aphrodite/
Venus: love; and Artemis/Diana: the hunt and so on), but few are 
this straightforward. Aphrodite, for example, is much more than the
goddess of love, vital though that function is. Her epithets include
Hetaira (‘courtesan’) and Porne (‘prostitute’), but also attest roles as
varied as patron of the citizen body (Pandemos: ‘of all the people’) and
protectress of seafaring (Euploia, Pontia, Limenia). 

Recognising this diversity, the series consists not of biographies of
each god or hero (though such have been attempted in the past), but
of investigations into their multifaceted aspects within the complex
world of ancient paganism. Its approach has been shaped partly in
response to two distinctive patterns in previous research. Until the
middle of the twentieth century, scholarship largely took the form 
of studies of individual gods and heroes. Many works presented a
detailed appraisal of such issues as each figure’s origins, myth and cult;
these include L.R. Farnell’s examination of major deities in his Cults
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of the Greek States (5 vols, Oxford, 1896–1909) and A.B. Cook’s huge
three-volume Zeus (Cambridge, 1914–40). Others applied theoretical
developments to the study of gods and heroes, notably (and in the
closest existing works to a uniform series) K. Kerényi in his inves-
tigations of gods as Jungian archetypes, including Prometheus:
archetypal image of human existence (English trans. London 1963) and
Dionysos: archetypal image of the indestructable life (English trans.
London 1976).

In contrast, under the influence of French structuralism, the later
part of the century saw a deliberate shift away from research into
particular gods and heroes towards an investigation of the system of
which they were part. Fuelled by a conviction that the study of isolated
gods could not do justice to the dynamics of ancient religion, the
pantheon came to be represented as a logical and coherent network
in which the various powers were systematically opposed to one
another. In a classic study by J.-P. Vernant, for example, the Greek
concept of space was shown to be consecrated through the opposition
between Hestia (goddess of the hearth – fixed space) and Hermes
(messenger and traveller god – moveable space: Vernant, Myth 
and Thought Among the Greeks, London, 1983, 127–75). The gods 
as individual entities were far from neglected however, as may be
exemplified by the works by Vernant, and his colleague M. Detienne,
on particular deities including Artemis, Dionysos and Apollo: see, most
recently, Detienne’s Apollon, le couteau en main: une approche
expérimentale du polythéisme grec (Paris, 1998).

In a sense, this series is seeking a middle ground. While approach-
ing its subjects as unique (if diverse) individuals, it pays attention to
their significance as powers within the collectivity of religious beings.
Gods and Heroes of the Ancient World sheds new light on many of 
the most important religious beings of classical antiquity; it also
provides a route into understanding Greek and Roman polytheism in
the twenty-first century.

The series is intended to interest the general reader as well as 
being geared to the needs of students in a wide range of fields from
Greek and Roman religion and mythology, classical literature and
anthropology, to Renaissance literature and cultural studies. Each
book presents an authoritative, accessible and refreshing account of
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its subject via three main sections. The introduction brings out what
it is about the god or hero that merits particular attention. This is
followed by a central section which introduces key themes and ideas,
including (to varying degrees) origins, myth, cult and representations
in literature and art. Recognising that the heritage of myth is a crucial
factor in its continued appeal, the reception of each figure since
antiquity forms the subject of the third part of the book. The volumes
include illustrations of each god/hero and where appropriate time
charts, family trees and maps. An annotated bibliography synthesises
past research and indicates useful follow-up reading.

For convenience, the masculine terms ‘gods’ and ‘heroes’ have
been selected for the series title, although (and with an apology for the
male-dominated language), the choice partly reflects ancient usage in
that the Greek theos (‘god’) is used of goddesses too. For convenience
and consistency, Greek spellings are used for ancient names, except
for famous Latinised exceptions, and BC/AD has been selected rather
than BCE/CE.

I am indebted to Catherine Bousfield, the editorial assistant until
2004, who (literally) dreamt up the series and whose thoroughness and
motivation brought it close to its launch. The hard work and efficiency
of her successor, Matthew Gibbons, has overseen its progress to
publication, and the classics editor of Routledge, Richard Stoneman,
has provided support and expertise throughout. The anonymous
readers for each proposal gave frank and helpful advice, while the
authors’ commitment to advancing scholarship while producing
accessible accounts of their designated subjects has made it a pleasure
to work with them.

Susan Deacy, Roehampton University, June 2005 
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1

INTRODUCING DIONYSOS

INTRODUCTION: THE UNITY OF DIONYSOS

The name of the god Dionysos first appears on a clay tablet from the
Greek bronze age, over three thousand years ago. And so he is our
oldest living symbol.

A symbol of what? He does not, in his various manifestations,
symbolise the same thing. Plutarch (1st to 2nd centuries AD) noted 
that he is represented in many forms (Moralia 389b). It is the same
with other deities. What does the Olympian Zeus share, apart from 
the name, with the Zeus who was represented as a snake? Does the
meaning of Jesus Christ for, say, George W. Bush have anything at all
in common with his meaning for, say, Francis of Assisi?

The various processes and experiences associated with Dionysos
may seem to us to have no connection with each other. And yet many
of them (though not all) do in fact form a unity. This may seem
surprising to anyone who looks down the chapter headings of this
book. What, for instance, does epiphany have to do with theatre, 
or ‘communality’ with death? The way in which we divide up our
experience is unable to make such connections. But our divisions 
are specific to our own time and place. Other cultures, including the
ancient Greek, divide things up differently. In fact the chapter headings
– as will become clear – refer to aspects of the same entity, and to
realise this is to broaden our experience of the world.


