

Before the rise of a patriarchy in society, women dominated the social hierarchy and the deity figures were often portrayed as female. Soon, the men gained center stage and this transition can been seen in the works of art and literature. The slow shift from female to male dominance as well as the lingering influences of the woman figure is emphasized in many classical works.


In the first speech of the Eumenides, a priestess speaks of the story of Delphi, the mythical place of prophecy. “First of the gods I honour in my prayers is Mother Earth, the first of the gods to prophesy… next I praise Tradition (Themis), second to hold her Mother’s mantic seat… and third… by Tradition’s free will… Phoebe… passed it on as a birthday gift to Phoebus (Apollo)” (lines 1-20). There has been 4 gods that have ruled Delphi and prophesized since the beginning. The first three were women figures, typical of the matriarchal society at the time where women would be the leaders and prophets. The throne of prophecy was passed on from mother to daughter, specifying that it be by her “free will – no force to bear her down”(lines ). All this changes when Phoebe (Artemis) gave his gift to Apollo. It is a drastic change, since it is not a female that holds this power, a symbolic change of the shift from matriarchal to male domination. But the speaker Pythia is a female priestess, showing that women still had some influence in society. She then describes the Furies as “black they are, and so repulsive… their eyes ooze a discharge, sickening”(lines ). She gives a bad face to these spirits of the earth and female figures, an example of the demonizing of women by men. But when Apollo comes, the priestess portrays his as “the master of this house, the mighty power. Healer, prophet, diviner of signs, he purges the halls of others”(lines ). If we visualize the scene, we see the dark side portrayed by the black, repulsive Furies and the good side represented by the golden healer, Apollo. We can also see this in the contradictory roles of these two figures: the Furies’ functions are to attack and avenge women, while Apollo heals wounds. 

The best example of this transition from female supremacy to a patriarchal society is Athena. She is a woman in nature, she the patron of the arts, wisdom and justice, the traditional realms of women, but she is also the goddess of war and wears armor, the realm of men. Perhaps it was the result of the democratic movement towards consensus that created this fusion. In the play, both the furies, Apollo and Orestes ask that Athena judge this case. She becomes the bridge between the women and the men, having traits of both in her. But her origins are not an equal union of the genders and Apollo uses this to prove the superiority of men over women, “Child sprung from full-blown from Olympian Zeus, never bred in the darkness of the womb”(lines ), another example of the male ego. Once the trial is over and Orestes goes free, he says, “[Zeus] respected father’s death, looked down on mother’s advocates”(lines ). The symbols here are that the murder of a man is criminal and the vengeance of a woman is inappropriate. The Furies are devastated, “You, you younger gods! – you have ridden down the ancient laws… our power stripped, cast down.”(lines ) They say these newer gods have destroyed the ancient laws, laws of the older female dominated society to be replaced by the newer patriarchy.

This was not only a trial of a murder, but of the whole social structure, with the old matriarchy, represented by the Furies, and the new patriarchy, symbolized by Apollo. Since the judge had to be neutral, Athena, the hybrid of male and female was the perfect choice. In the end, it was tied amongst the people and only the vote of a god would end the quarrel. Meaning that the male and female figures both had equal influence on the people but it was only by the divine power of a god, showing their supremacy that gave the men just enough influence to control the society.

In the Bacchae, like the Eumenides, the traditional role of the women is put into question. The women of Thebes have been driven mad and have gone to Cithaeron. Usually in ancient Greece, the women were bound to their houses and husbands and cannot simply leave their homes so easily. This is Dionysus’ role, to break social taboos. We get the impression that these women are freed from social conformity to practice their own religion. They are also given the choice of chastity, “It’s not Dionysus who’ll compel a woman to be virtuous: chastity is a part of one’s nature or it’s not…” (p.22) This idea of freedom of choice is not new to the Greek literature. Even if there are gods that control everything, the mortals are still given a chance to choose their fates. 

“Take a lever, turn the whole thing over… That girlish stranger who’s introduced this new played and fouled our beds – I want him… He’ll rue the Bacchic orgies…” (p.23). In this passage, Dionysus is being referred as “girlish” and there are several references to sexual acts. Again, the idea is that he is breaking all social taboos and when he tells them to turn things over, it is also a symbol of Dionysus, turning the world upside-down. The ironic twist of the “girlish stranger” is that in the end, Pentheus himself will be dressed as a woman and will be a stranger… to his own mother. This “girlish” figure appears several times in the story, on page 30, when Pentheus meets Dionysus for the first time, he is partly seduced, “What a mane of hair you have: very seductive. Look at it falling down your cheeks… And white your skin is: you must be careful about staying out of the sun. Oh yes, handsome you…” The ultimate seduction comes when Pentheus comes out fully dressed as a woman on page 58. Dionysus says, “Wait a curl has come loose. I’ll tuck it in its net; it must have fallen… Hold your head still now. I’ll be your maid. I’ll put the curl back, like this…” and Pentheus is completely absorbed; “Il must have fallen. I was in there dancing Bacchic dances, shaking my head backwards and forwards… You’ll put it back. Yes, I’m in your hands…” Dionysus has been able to flip Pentheus’ attitude upside-down, as is the role of this god. The ultimate display of power comes on page 47, when a messenger comes and tells the Pentheus that the Bacchic women have gone to the countryside and attacks men and animals. “…the women are attacking, plundering…The men throw their spears, and draw no blood; the women, though, let loose their wands and wound the men and the men run!… Women defeating men!” This is the ultimate moment when Dionysus’s power are let loose, it shocks the people, the world is turned upside-down and all social taboos are broken.

This tragedy seriously questions the traditional roles of women in society as a caring mother, working at home. They have been turned by Dionysus into savages and were allowed to break the chains that imposed on them by the men. Although these women were in a sense “free”, in truth, they were still under the control of Dionysus, a male god, a typical example of the slow shift of society to male domination and female suppression.

 Slowly but surely, the men in ancient Greece are starting to dominate their society and the women are being reduced to objects. The transition took some time, in the shift from female goddesses to the male Olympian gods and heroes. Despite this, the women still have lingering influence in society, as shown by the existence of some of the great goddesses that are still worshiped and honoured in the arts and literature of ancient Greece.
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