Sound Effects:  Aural Aspects of Bacchae
Studies of Greek literature and culture over the past two decades have often emphasized sight, framing arguments around examples of ekphrasis (e.g., Zeitlin 1994; Webb 2009), the idea of the “Gaze” (e.g., Stewart 1997) and other such vision-oriented models (e.g., Christopoulos 2010; Strauss Clay 2011).  The richness of these studies lies in stark contrast with the amount of research on ancient Greek sound, an equally important yet often neglected aspect of Greek culture.  While there have been numerous studies of Greek music (e.g., Hagel 2010), orality (e.g., Mackay 2008), and voice (e.g., Lardinois 2001), little attention has been given to the cultural significance of sound itself and its perceived roles in Greek society.  The research on silence in Greek culture comes closest to probing these factors (e.g., see Montiglio 2001), but it investigates the lack of sound rather than its presence.  This paper offers a model for examining sound in a Greek text by exploring the aural aspects of Euripides’ Bacchae.

I focus not on the fact that words are spoken and music is played in Bacchae, but rather on the effects that these sounds, along with other noises, have on the characters within the play.  I also draw on sources for ancient Greek cultural attitudes toward sounds – including superstitions, the role of noise in ritual, and ancient theories on how sound works – to speculate on how the aural aspects of Bacchae were meant to affect the audience.  

Two of the most important functions of sound in Bacchae are to communicate and to hamper communication.  In lines 1078-1081, Dionysos does not reveal himself visually to the Bacchae but rather calls out his orders to them.  In contrast to this direct aural contact, lines 120-134 explain the origin of Bacchic drumming by linking it to the myth of the Korybantes, who used drums to drown out the sound of Zeus’ birth.  The use of the drum to obscure other sounds and thus prevent communication can be compared to its role in triggering Bacchic frenzy, which leads to a faulty perception of reality for the Bacchae.  While this confusion about reality is expressed in visual terms – e.g., Pentheus appears to be an animal – sound plays a significant role in causing the confusion.  

In addition to helping incite a Bacchic frenzy that proves deadly, sound is also imbued with power in the choral song beginning on line 556.  Here, the Chorus implicitly compares Orpheus’ ability to lure animals and trees by playing music to Dionysos’ ability to draw followers by dancing.  An aural aspect of Bacchic dancing is suggested even as sound itself is pointed out as having a captivating power.  The potential ability of sound to influence the natural world, human action, and human perception gives sound a dangerous quality even as it offers an expression of joy and devotion to a divinity.  In this paper, I hope to explore this and other complexities of sound in Bacchae and advance toward a deeper understanding of sound within ancient Greek culture more broadly.
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