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Greek Mythology #23:  DIONYSUS by Joy Journeay 
  

 

God of: Grape Harvest, Winemaking, Wine, Ritual Madness, 

Religious Ecstasy, Fertility and Theatre 

Home: MOUNT OLYMPUS 

Symbols: Thyrus, grapevine, leopard skin 

Parents: Zeus and Semele 

Consorts: Adriane 

Siblings: Ares, Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, Hebe, Hermes, 

Heracles, Helen of Troy, Hephaestus, Perseus, Minos, the 

Muses, the Graces 

Roman Counterpart:  Bacchus, Liber  

 

Dionysus’ mother was mortal Semele, daughter of a king of Thebes, 

and his father was Zeus, king of the gods. Dionysus was the only 

Olympian god to have a mortal parent.  

He was the god of fertility, wine and the arts. His nature reflected 

the duality of wine: he gave joy and divine ecstasy, or brutal and 

blinding rage. He and his followers could not be contained by bonds. 

One would imagine that being the god of “good times” could be a 

pretty easy and happy existence. Unfortunately, this just doesn’t 

happen in the world of Greek mythology. 

Dionysus is called “twice born.” His mother, Semele, was seduced 

by a Greek god, but Semele did not know which god was her lover.  

Fully aware of her husband’s infidelity, the jealous Hera went to 

Semele in disguise and convinced her to see her god lover in his true 

form. Hera knew full well this would be Semele’s undoing. 

On his next visit, Semele made Zeus swear on the River Styx and 

promise to grant her one wish. Zeus agreed and was asked to show 

her his true form. Bound by his oath, Zeus had to become his true self, 

and Semele was killed instantly by his thunderbolt. Zeus rescued the 

unborn Dionysus and sewed him into his thigh. Dionysus’ birth, thus 

from Zeus, made him immortal. 

Hera remained jealous of the 

infidelity and had the Titans tear 

Dionysus to pieces. Rhea brought him 

back to life and Zeus gave him to the 

mountain nymphs to raise. One version 

of his story has his aunt Hermes giving 

the boy to others asking that he be 

raised as a girl to keep him hidden 

from Hera. Another version of his 

childhood finds Dionysus with the 

rain nymphs and Zeus rewards 

them by placing them in the sky as 

Hyades. 

  

2nd Century Roman Statue of 

Bacchus (Dionysus) after a 

Hellenistic model.  

Cardinal Richelieu. Louvre. Paris  

Dionysus (Bacchus) on a 

small brass button with a 

cut steel border.  

Collection of Yessy Byl. 

Lovely detail of Dionysus (Bacchus) 

on a medium brass button.  

Collection of Gil Biggie. 
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Dionysus was said to have been a pupil of the centaur Chiron, who 

taught him to dance, chant, the bacchin rites, and initiations. Unlike other 

gods who were distinct from their followers, Dionysus was said to be 

present within his followers and could give them supernatural power. 

Once raised, the still-jealous Hera did find Dionysus and strike him with 

madness, so he wandered the world with his maenad followers.  

The other gods had temples from which to be worshipped, but 

Dionysus was worshipped in the forests. It was said his followers could go 

mad with ecstasy and feast upon animals they would rip apart….. not a 

group of followers for the faint hearted or prim! 

The satyr Ampelos was loved by Dionysus, but was killed when the bull 

he was riding was maddened by the sting of a fly. The Fates gave Ampelos 

a second life as a vine, and Dionysus squeezed the first wine from its 

grapes. 

Dionysus is depicted with his thyrsus, a fennel staff tipped by a pine 

cone and wrapped with ivy or grape vines. The thyrsus is used as both a 

weapon or to bestow blessings. In artistic renderings, Dionysus appears 

either as a mature male or an androgynous youth.  

DIONYSUS & THE SAILORS:  He was beautiful, and one myth recounts 

the tale of him sitting beside the sea, where sailors try to kidnap him for 

ransom. The helmsman Acoetes tried to stop them. Once carried to their 

ship the sailors tried to bind Dionysus but he turned into a lion and 

unleashed a bear to kill the sailors. The sailors who jumped overboard 

were turned into dolphins. Only Acoetes survived the ordeal. 

In another story, Dionysus hired a pirate to take him to Naxos, but the 

pirate sailed for Asia to sell Dionysus for a slave. The god turned the mast 

and oars into snakes and filled the vessel with ivy and flute music, driving 

the sailors mad until they leapt overboard to again be turned into dolphins. 

MIDAS:  Dionysus once found out his school master, Silenus, had wandered 

away drunk and was being well treated for days by King Midas. On the 

eleventh day, Midas brought Silenus back to Dionysus, who was overjoyed 

that Silenus was safe, and offered Midas his choice of reward. Midas asked 

that whatever he touched be turned to gold, and his wish was granted. He 

tested his power by turning a twig and oak leaf to gold.  Unfortunately, Midas found that the food he touched 

turned to gold and he could not eat. His wine turned to gold and he could not drink. His daughter turned to 

gold.  

Overcome with impending starvation and grief, Midas prayed to Dionysus to remove his power. He was 

told to bathe in the river Pactolus, and when he did the waters received the power and the sands of the river 

were turned to gold.  

PENTHEUS:  The city of Thebes, had not believed that Semele’s lover was a god or that Dionysus was 

divine. Dionysus returned to the city to punish them with his maenad followers.  When the maenads see 

Pentheus, Dionysus’ cousin, they mistake him for a wild animal and tear him apart, joined by the women of 

Thebes. The women are promptly banished from Thebes and Dionysus has revenge for the treatment of his 

mother.  

LYCURGUS: Hearing the Dionysus was in his kingdom, King Lycurgus of Thrace imprisoned the maenads. 

Dionysus retaliated by driving the king mad until he sliced his own son to pieces with an axe. An oracle 

foretold that the land would be barren as long as the king lived, and the people had the king cut in pieces. 

Dionysus then lifted the curse. 

Large white metal disk with brass 

escutcheon. Connie & Bud Weiser. 

Large brass depiction of the 

god’s followers.  Collection of 

the author. 
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SEMELE:  One of Dionysus powers was the ability to bring back a person from the underworld. He 

journeyed to Hades in search of his mother Semele, bypassing the god of death Thanatos, and bringing 

Semele back to Mount Olympus. Upon her death, Dionysus lovingly placed her in the heavens. 

 

 

 

 

 

Dionysus (Bacchus). 

Small brass. Courtesy 

of Byson Buttons. 

Bacchin followers. Note the lascivious 

behavior upon the bottle! Brass. 

Dionysus (Bacchus) sits upon his wine 

barrel and is bordered by grapes on 

the vine. Original tint. DF.  
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