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Livy, History of Bacchanalia:  Conclusions
After the detailed analysis of the history of the Bacchanalian affair made by Livy, we can say that he certainly does not try to represent the facts in the most objective way possible. He is previously deployed and with conviction on the side of the authorities who unleashed the persecution of the followers of Bacchus. To adequately justify the harsh repression, he uses every opportunity to put the cult and its followers in a bad light. He describes the various elements of the cult as he sees them and he sees them with a distorting lens: his prejudicial hostility towards the cult. 
He reports and amplifies facts invented from scratch, presents cult rituals in a deformed way, ignores testimonies of Latin and Greek authors, uses uncontrolled rumours that tended to defame the cult. He also considers realistic some scenographic representations that evoked Dionysian myths and thus came to consider cult rituals as crimes. It is undeniable that these data derive from the sources he used, but it is also true that he used them without a minimum of critical analysis.
 The result is a mixture of data among which even those not invented from scratch are difficult to decipher, because it is not always easy to understand how far his work of mystification has gone.
We can draw some conclusions from Livy's account of the Bacchanalia affair.
First of all, we can affirm that some news reported by him and amplified to the maximum do not correspond to reality at all, they are totally invented:

Livy recounts that the Bacchic rites first penetrated into Etruria where they spread through the work of a Greek, minister of occult and nocturnal rites.
  However, the most recent studies on Etruscan civilization have shown that the spread of the cult of Bacchus in Etruria dates back to a very ancient era and cannot have been the work of a low-ranking and ignorant priest as Livy claims. This character never existed, certainly did not exist as the historian describes him.    
According to Livy's account, the cult later spread from Etruria to Rome as a contagious disease. This news is also false. The god Bacchus also entered Rome very soon due to relations with Magna Graecia but also thanks to trade with Greece itself and the importation of decorated vases, where Dionysian motifs were very frequent. He was associated with the Italic god Liber and from very ancient times entered the Roman public religion. Archaeological data also show us that the iconography of the Bacchic thiasus was perfectly familiar in the fourth and third centuries throughout Lazio, as it had been in the sixth and fifth.
 It is, therefore, not credible that the cult of Bacchus came from Etruria shortly before 186, it was not the result of a recent introduction.
 Consequently, even the news that the danger of the Bacchanalia was suddenly discovered through a private denunciation has no basis.
Already in the introductory chapter, Livy tells us that the followers of Bacchus were responsible for very serious crimes. They are, more or less, those of which, in every age and in all countries, religious or political sects banned by the state for one reason or another have been accused. They have always been a smokescreen, scattered profusely by the authorities concerned to hide their true purposes which were almost always of a political nature. The playwright Plautus gives us indirect proof that these accusations were invented from scratch just in 186. In some comedies performed shortly before the affair, he mentions the behaviour of the followers of Bacchus and represents them as they were perceived by the people: drunkards, violent, fanatical, mad. However, he does not make the slightest reference to serious crimes.

If he makes constant references to the followers of Bacchus, it means that the Roman people had long ago expressed judgments about their strange behaviour. And this also shows that the cult of Bacchus was certainly not a recent phenomenon. The general discredit of the behaviour of the Bacchae would take many years to spread among the people. 
We also know that Plautus was very careful to represent the facts as his audience wanted them to be represented. If he represents the followers of Bacchus in an absolutely negative, but makes no mention of serious crimes that in his day could be attributed to them, we can be almost certain that the rumour of serious crimes of Bacchantes had not yet spread among the people. This absence is indirect proof that the most serious accusations directed at the followers of Bacchus were invented from scratch in 186 BC by the traditionalists and the senatorial class to create favourable conditions so that they could achieve their goals which were certainly of a political nature.
The crimes attributed to the followers of Bacchus are repeated, albeit with some variations, three more times in the Livian text. It is true that repetition helps to create narrative continuity by keeping the alleged crimes of the Bacchae in the foreground for the reader's attention,
 but it diminishes the reliability and repeated accusations stink of rhetoric.
 
These crimes, in fact, are either invented from scratch or the result of voluntary distortions of cult rituals. Thus Aebutius' parents could not think of getting rid of their son just by introducing him to the Bacchic cult. The starting point of the story of the two young people is already based on an element of pure invention.
Hispala confesses to Aebutius that the new followers were handed over to the priests as victims and were subjected to rape. Note that the word stuprum is repeated continuously throughout the narration; it was certainly the accusation that most impressed the right-thinking Romans. Festugière believes that it is not possible to give the slightest credit to this accusation, always used against all sects and in every era.
 
The inconsistency of this accusation is evident from a simple observation. We know that the new members of the cult were always accompanied by people who were already part of the community and were, therefore, aware of what initiation entailed. According to what Livy tells us, it was the mothers who took on this task: it was the mother who had to initiate Aebutius into worship, as the priestess Paculla Annia had done with her children. So, it is absurd to think that parents, relatives or friends wanted to initiate loved ones into a religious cult that envisaged rape as a welcome. 
Hispala confesses to the consul that the priestess Annia Paculla had changed the status of the Roman Bacchic rites: she had first initiated men, she transformed the rites from diurnal into nocturnal, had greatly increased the ceremonies. After a careful and in-depth analysis, it turns out that the priestess hadn't changed a thing: the changes of the cult attributed to her had always been in use not only in Greece but also in Rome. 
It's true, the literary sources, which tell us about the Dionysian orgiastic rites in Greece, highlight only the role of women while they ignore that of men. So, when they mention the participation of men in the rites, they say that they join the Bacchantes,
 or that they become women,
 and in any case they are never represented in Bacchic ecstasy. 
But the authors' silence cannot be deciphered simply as proof of the non-existence of a male orgiastic practice.
 In reality, men participated, probably from the beginning, in Bacchic ceremonies. For the period of ancient and classical Greece it is enough to quote the words of Tiresias in the Bacchae: “The god does not distinguish whether it is up to the young to dance or to the old; He wants equal honours from everyone, and without exception for anyone, he wants to be exalted."
 This freedom of adherence to the cult of Bacchus by all was certainly maintained in the following years both in Greece and in the other parts where it spread. Therefore, in the Greek world, in the great variety of Dionysian festivals, men were probably admitted from very ancient times and perhaps from the very beginning. In the second century things had already changed for a long time, and epigraphic testimonies were added to the literary testimonies. They show us a very different Dionysism.
From the analysis of the approximately two hundred inscriptions from the Hellenistic period concerning the Dionysian associations, a Bacchic world emerges opposite to that reported by literary sources.
 Meanwhile, in both official thiasus both in private ones do not exist Dionysian associations formed by women only, while some are also made up of men only. Most of the Bacchic associations are, however, mixed and allow us to understand the actual role of women in the private context of the cult of Dionysus which is only the religious one. Even in the Roman cult of Bacchus, men regularly participated in ceremonies. In fact, Livy himself tells us that the leaders of the conspiracy were not only four men but were priests and founders and from them all crimes and turpitudes were derived.
 It can be added that the edict of the consuls on the Bacchanalia regularly admits the presence of men in authorized ceremonies, albeit with very specific limits. This makes it clear that the presence of men in the Roman cult of Bacchus may not have been a recent innovation by Annia Paculla but must have been a consolidated phenomenon that could no longer be eliminated.

Numerous testimonies from both Greek and Latin authors let us know that the Bacchic ceremonies were mainly nocturnal. It is surprising that Livy, certainly aware of these passages, did not take them into account. This datum is confirmed by figurative images that have been transmitted to us and which show Bacchae with a thyrsus in one hand and a torch in the other.
On the frequency of the Bacchic meetings the testimonies are very scarce but from the few existing it can be deduced that it was variable and that the members of a community had the faculty to increase the number compared to their predecessors.
 The number of meetings Livy attributes to Paculla is certainly one of the historian's many exaggerations.

Hispala, explaining to his lover Aebutius the atrocities that were committed in the Bacchanalia, had emphasized that for two years no one had been initiated there who had exceeded twenty years.
 Hispala herself denounces to consul Postumius that for two years it had been established that no one who was over twenty years old had been initiated.
 According to Ispala's confession to the consul, the reason for the initiation of young people under the age of twenty was due to the consideration that for the young age they lend themselves better to being seduced and sexually corrupted.
 This is another absolutely false news.
It is ascertained that the initiations were generally dedicated to boys, but the reason is not at all that reported by Livy. The followers of Bacchus even in Rome simply initiated their children into the worship of the god as soon as possible in the hope of guaranteeing them a happy life on this earth and bliss after death.
 It is not difficult to prove that even the twenty-year limit for newbies is pure and simple invention. Meanwhile, the twenty-year limit is rather strange. We know that young Roman boys took the virile toga and thus all Roman citizenship when they were fifteen sixteen and after seventeen they could join the army at a time in their life when they were already operating independently.
 In this case, they must have become cult members for their seventeenth year, at a stage in life where they were not yet operating independently. It is illogical that in this situation they entered into a relationship with the cult on their own initiative. It is likely that they, like Aebutius, were led by family members. The number of followers who were able to enter the cult in this way must have been limited, especially since when elderly people were not admitted into the cult.

Livy says that in a senate consultation following that of October 7,7 which met on the proposal of consul Postumius, special rewards were assigned to Aebutius and Hispala for their contribution to the solution of the deal.
. Based on the reality of this official act, many scholars think that the two lovers were real people and therefore their story would certainly have had a grain of truth. 

If we analyse the prizes awarded to them by the Senate, we conclude that only the cash prize granted to the two lovers is undoubtedly indisputable: it was a due act and the sum was in the norm. The other rewards appear meaningless or paradoxical. A. Watson concludes his article on the subject with the following very eloquent words: " The rewards to the pair were basically insulting ."
 Norr, after examining in detail the individual awards granted to the couple, comes to the conclusion that this particular (for the decisions made) senatus consultum is a memorable, from the modern point of view a forgery.
 According to a widespread canon of ancient historiography, it was an admissible tool, a more lively representation, a game with virtual and real figures, which could appear to the recipients if not real at least plausible.  

In the facts told by Livy, there are also some evident contradictions. For example, Hispala tells the consul that the Bacchantes were a huge multitude, almost another people, while in his speech the consul states that the congregation did not yet have sufficient strength to seize power and was limited for the moment to crimes against private individuals. Furthermore, if there were no imminent dangers, it is not clear why the authorities should have unleashed a persecution so violent that it has no equal before that against Christians. 

The various contradictions can be explained by the fact that the historian uses different sources and he does not have the habit of checking if there are divergences between them.

In Livy's story some omissions are also evident, two of which seem to me to be real reticence. After having elaborated on the circumstances in which the scandal was disclosed, he does not give us details on the investigations carried out by the consul or to what extent the accusations of Hispala were founded. He should have given concrete examples of the alleged serious crimes attributed to the followers. We can also ask ourselves whether he voluntarily chose to remain silent or did not find anything in his sources. From Livy's silence on the consul's investigations, Reinach deduced that there had been no serious investigation and a single complaint, perhaps extorted, certainly false, had given the pretext for the creation of a regime of terror.

From the little information that Livy gives us on the investigations made before the trials, we can believe that the procedure followed was the one that was normally used in Rome in criminal cases. The historian, on the other hand, does not give us any information on their development. It would have been interesting to know how the alleged serious crimes of the followers were verified. The ignorance of who the followers of Bacchus were by ordinary people undoubtedly favoured suspicions and denunciations, but then at the trials the magistrates had to prove the guilt of the accused and this was not an easy task. How were the accused, generally innocent and often not even Bacchae, judged? Did the judge, after hearing their denial of being followers, release them or force them to confess to crimes they had not committed?

 We have a well-founded suspicion that even the trials were simply a staging, a farce to create panic. The senatorial class and the conservatives had an interest in trials to continue to terrorize the people and also to condemn someone, perhaps some of their political enemies, but certainly not to make a massacre of citizens or to fill Roman prisons with innocent people. It is probable in fact that there were trials of the followers of Bacchus, but there were not the many death sentences mentioned in Livy's source. If there had really been the thousands of executions mentioned by Livy, the memory of them would certainly have remained indelible and some author would have later remembered them. 
Instead in the following years most of the authors simply ignored the Bacchanals affair. This is perhaps because "the Bacchanalian affair was very irrelevant and not very threatening, not as the annalistic description would have us believe. To make it a capital and state affair, most ancient annalists inflated it and painted it with bright colours”.
  
The first after the deal to mention the Bacchanals was Cicero. He generically tells us that the senate had been severe and that there had been an investigation by the consuls and the punishment of the guilty. He also tells us (only he) that the army was used in the deal, but he does not mention the thousands of executions of Bacchantes, of which Livy speaks.
 

On Cicero's line, also Valerius Maximus about a century later notes the severity of the senate during the Bacchanalian affair.
 Then some Christian writers also praise the patres for their resolute behaviour against foreign cults.
 None of them, however, makes the slightest mention of the many sentenced to death.
Leaving aside Livy's data, certainly invented from scratch, the contradictions, the omissions, what can we say precisely about the various elements of the Bacchic cult to which the historian refers? Some aspects are reported by Livy correctly, but only because they did not lend themselves to being mystified. In the others it is necessary to distinguish carefully two elements which are like two different layers. On the one hand we have the facts as they were presented to the Romans by the consul, with the aim of making the Dionysian sects abominable. On the other hand, beyond the deformed facts or presented in a tendentious way, authentic elements of the cult can be discovered, which correspond to what we know of the mystery sects.
 With all possible cautions, from Livy's story we can therefore derive some elements that were part of the cult of Bacchus throughout the Hellenistic world and that we also know from other sources:

Even in Rome the cult of Bacchus was managed by private associations and was reserved exclusively for adepts.

Before being admitted to the sanctuary and being initiated, the new members had to remain for a few days in a state of chastity, that is, in a state of absolute purity probably including sexual abstinence, food abstinence and also the obligation to keep the soul free from impure thoughts.
 After this period of abstinence, the aspiring adepts of Bacchus, after a dinner, underwent a ritual bath.
 It had the function of washing the initiate of the sins previously committed. After the complete ritual purification, the initiates could enter the sanctuary, accompanied by people who were already part of the community. Once the aspirants were admitted to the sanctuary, the initiation ceremony began which, like all other rites, took place in complete secrecy and protected from any profane gaze.
Since the Dionysian mysteries were private cults, it was normal that there was an obligation of confidentiality in them towards outsiders. In Greece, the discretion of the Bacchantes was proverbial. It used to be said: "Silence like a Bacchante".

The newly initiated adepts had to remain silent for a certain period even within the group. In the circle of Pompea Agripnilla
 they were called σιγηταί (the silent ones).
 
During the ceremony the priest or the priestess began to recite the formulas of the carmen sacrum which was probably the Greek sacred text (ἰέρος λόγος) of the Orphic and Pythagorean sects.
 The initiators immediately afterwards repeated the same sentences.
 

During the rite the neophytes had to take an oath. From a scene of Aristophanes' Clouds, which is a real initiation scene in a parodic key, and from the comparison of two versions of the oath of mysteries known to us emerge the two typical elements that it is plausible to suppose in any oath of mysteries: negative element (never betray the secrets of the god) and the positive element (faithfully worship the god). This oath in Livy is deliberately twisted and becomes an oath to commit atrocities and crimes.

Hispala confesses to Aebutius that the new followers, all young, were handed over to the priests as victims and subjected to stuprum. Turcan (1972, p. 107) notes that the expression uelut uictimam tradi sacerdotibus is not an exaggeration by Livy: the historian takes or wants to take literally a formula in which uelut indicates very clearly the fictitious character of ritual death. The ritual death of the new followers allowed them the catabasis (the descent into Hades). He who descended (καταβἀθης) was forced to die in his previous ordinary life. So, the neophyte was not killed and returned safe and sound, the κατἀβασις was followed by the ascent into the world of the living and the rebirth to a new life through initiation.
The stuprum that the young initiates would have suffered is only a "malignant and tendentious" amplification of the historian.
 Sexual manipulations exist in the initiation liturgies, both among primitive peoples and among civilized peoples. These practices are used to verify the puberty of candidates and to provide sex education. They have nothing unusual in the celebration of mysteries in which the phallic representations and mainly the consecration of the initiators takes place through the unveiling of the mystical vannus.
 

According to Livy, the Bacchantes used wine in ceremonies to attract the greatest number of proselytes to religion. The historian represents this aspect of the cult of Bacchus in a clearly hostile and prejudiced way. At the basis of it all is the Roman belief that the use of wine was very dangerous.
 However, it must be emphasized that since the origins of the cult of Bacchus, since he was the god, wine was used abundantly during his feasts. Wine was a fundamental element of the cult. Wine transported the individual follower of the god from the structured world of reason to the unstructured world of frenzy and inspiration. A Dionysian celebrant, for a just moment, escaped status, time, pain and place to become one with the god.
All the adepts during the rites wore special clothing, typically feminine. Livy mentions that the matrons who went to the Tiber with lighted torches were dressed as bacchae (Baccharum habitu 13,12), but he does not add anything specific about their clothing. The fundamental elements of what we can define the Dionysian livery are instead indicated with precision by Euripides in the Bacchae: a peplum of fine linen up to the feet, the nebris, a belt, the thyrsus and the miter under which they kept their long hair.
In fact, the Bacchantes usually kept their hair long. If they had collected them under the miter, they had to, before starting to dance, free them so that they could float on their shoulders: this gesture itself becomes symbolic of entering the dance. The movement, the figure they must perform, actually consists of first moving their heads backwards, then forwards, so as to launch the curls of their hair towards the sky. A real hair dance was added to the foot dance. This is why the initiates gave great importance to their long hair: they were one of the hallmarks of their being followers of Dionysus and were essential for a correct execution of the god's dance.
We also know from other sources that cymbals and timpani, screams, songs and even dances were used in Bacchic ceremonies. Of course, they weren't used, as Livy says, to hide crimes that were committed during meetings.

The cymbals and tympanums, characteristic instruments of the cult of the Magna Mater, were already, in the classical Greek period, also linked to that of Dionysus. It is likely that these particular instruments accompanied the dances of the Bacchantes, but also the choir, in which members of the cult sang hymns to their god. 

The shouts, chants, screams and musical accompaniment were almost certainly part of the ritual commemoration of episodes of the story of Dionysus, as still it happens today in many religions.  
Hispala confesses to the consul that those who did not want to submit to the rapes were dragged by machines into secret caves. It is almost certainly a ritual interpreted by Livy in a distorted way. According to Tierney it could have been the representation of the punishment of the Titans by Zeus who would have struck them with lightning and then plunged into Tartarus.
 
As far as the caves are concerned, we know that, although they are also present in other rites, they were especially characteristic of that of Dionysus. They were present in almost all the places where the rites of Bacchus were celebrated and there are numerous testimonies about it. However, we do not always know if the consecrations of caves to Dionysus had a votive or functional purpose.

Whether the various aspects of the Bacchic cult mystified or not by Livy are analyzed with objectivity and a critical sense, we can conclude that the Bacchic cult in Rome was not very different from that spread throughout the Hellenistic world. It was certainly not a political movement but only a religious movement with particular characteristics.

Even the legislative edict of the consuls makes us understand very well that the Roman cult of Bacchus had nothing illegal. In fact, it limits places of worship, regulates the exercise, the organizational structure and the hierarchy for the future, but the cult is absolutely not affected. The Roman followers of Bacchus, if they respected the promulgated norms, could continue to worship their god as they always had.

We must then underline another important element ignored by the various critics. The edict states that men, if they want to participate in the Bacchantes' meetings, must be authorized. Since later in the edict the Bacchantes are no longer named, it is clear that their rites are not touched by the rules at all; to them no limitation is placed. The consuls implicitly acknowledge that there are women followers of Bacchus and that they cannot be forbidden to meet and celebrate their rituals as they had always done. They cannot ignore the fact that behind these women there is always the god Bacchus, in Rome called Liber, even if they dare not even name him. The Romans had learned from the coturnatae, already represented before 186, that Liber-Bacchus used to take revenge without mercy on his opponents. In particular, in Naevius’s Lucurgus siue Tropaeum Liberi, the God severely punished King Lycurgus who had dared to put his Bacchae in prison. They therefore consider it dangerous to prevent the meetings of the Bacchantes; it could have seemed an action against Bacchus, a divinity that had always severely punished the opponents of his cult. The only limitation that is imposed on the Bacchantes is only indirect: the drastic reduction of the Bacchanals makes their meetings more difficult, but in authorized places of worship they can perform their rituals whenever they want and without any limitation. 
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