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The Roman Pentheus: Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Livy’s Account of the Bacchanalian 

Conspiracy 

 

 Pentheus, in the Theban episode of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, is consumed by traditionally 

Roman moral concerns: as Anderson says, “Pentheus speaks for native Roman values of 

manliness and martial preparedness against the alien vices of effeminacy and religious fakery 

that he attributes to Bacchus and his corrupt followers” (1996: 389). Upon discovering that 

Bacchus and his cult have arrived at Thebes, Pentheus delivers a scornful speech in which he 

rejects the god and his rites and calls on his people to take up arms against him. I argue that this 

speech closely resembles the consuls’ decree forbidding the Bacchanalia at Rome, as narrated by 

Livy, a connection that has previously gone unnoticed. The Senate’s preoccupations with issues 

of power and authority during the Republic reflect concerns that are still prevalent in the first 

century when the history was composed and when Ovid was working on his Metamorphoses. 

Like the Senate, Pentheus expresses anxiety about the threat of moral decline posed by Bacchus’ 

cult, but unlike the Senate, his attempts to appeal to Thebes’ founding and mos maiorum as a 

source of pride for his citizens are unsuccessful. 

 As if he were a Roman man, Pentheus makes basic assumptions about masculinity and 

self-control, a virtue which Edwards has suggested Roman men used to justify their power over 

others: “The elite justified their privileged position by pointing to their superior morals. Their 

capacity for self-control legitimated the control they exercised over others who were, it was 

implied, unable to control themselves” (1993:25). Just as he Roman Senate of 186 BCE fears 

that the Roman men who had been initiated into the cult would become too effeminate to defend 

their city (Livy 39.15.13), Pentheus claims that Bacchus’ worshippers who were once soldiers 

are now overcome by ‘feminine’ voices, wine, and drums (Met. 3.532-7). The power of the god 

seems to take control of its followers and dull their senses, suggesting the cult’s direct influence 
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over the individual and his or her lack of self-restraint (Livy, 39.15.2-3). Bacchic worship 

operates in the same way in Ovid’s account of Bacchus at Thebes: not only does the Bacchanalia 

overcome these individuals, who are characterized by their wine-induced madness, but Pentheus 

also declares that rage has struck their minds (Met. 3.531-32). Despite the similarities in the 

threat that the cult poses to each city, however, the Senate succeeds in putting down the invasion 

of a foreign cult at Rome, while Pentheus is destroyed by the new cult though it takes hold in 

Thebes. I argue that Pentheus’ failure lies in his unsuccessful attempt to assume a Roman 

identity.  

 While the Senate evokes pride in Rome by appealing to the mos maiorum and attempts to 

bring its citizens together to face a common foe that threatens their Roman way of life, Pentheus 

employs a similar strategy, albeit ineffectively. In his article, “Ovid’s Theban History,” Hardie 

sees a connection between Greek mythology and Roman ideology in what he calls Ovid’s “anti-

Aeneid” (1990: 224-35). I suggest that Pentheus strives to foster national pride for Thebes via a 

characteristically Roman ideology, but instead perverts the city’s true foundation story and 

makes himself their enemy (he calls his citizens anguigenae or ‘born of the serpent,’ referring to 

the snake which Cadmus must slay before founding Thebes). Furthermore, he is brave and 

powerful, but excessively so, and he does not heed the advice and warnings of his elders, another 

essential Roman quality. Like his Roman counterpart, Pentheus finds himself in the midst of a 

power struggle, but he lacks self-control in his manner and approach in dealing with a looming 

enemy, the very thing that defines Roman masculinity. Although Pentheus embodies the 

ideology of the Roman aristocracy in his power struggle with the followers of Bacchus, he comes 

to represent political power gone too far. He proves unable to control Bacchus’ cult and his 

people effectively because he lacks the moderation and self-control that he expects of them. 
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