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Introduction

This thesis, Philosophy on Stage, explores the interaction between pre-Socratic philosophy
and the Prometheus Bound, a drama normally attributed to Aeschylus!. My aim is to
investigate the process whereby the dramatist incorporates theoretical contents elaborated
by early Greek philosophers that are in principle alien to his art. What role do such contents
play when transposed onstage? And how does the tragedian contribute, through their re-
elaboration, to the intellectual debates of his times? By examining the Prometheus Bound
against some of the theological, ethical and epistemological notions of the pre-Socratics, this
thesis aims at shedding new light on the interconnection between drama and contemporary
philosophical speculation.

I have left aside the much-debated question of the authenticity of the play and the trilogy
to which it belongs, the Prometheia>. Most scholars still accept it as a genuine work of
Aeschylus (including those of antiquity, who never questioned the authorship of the play),
and I shall myself proceed on this assumption. I believe in fact that the studies of Herington
and Said have convincingly shown that the Prometheus Bound fits well with the other
tragedies of Aeschylus, most notably with the Oresteia®: their remarks are to me more
compelling than the scepticism concerning the alleged stylistic, dramaturgic and theological
peculiarities of the play*. I am aware, at the same time, that the enigma of this drama is
doomed to remain unresolved, unless new evidence be found concerning the author, the
date or the contents of the trilogy. Thus, my choice is mainly methodological, since trying
to address preliminarily this issue would involve entering an endless philological
discussion that has been going on for over a century without yielding any definitive proof.

In any case, the authorship of the play does not constitute an essential prerequisite for
the interpretation that will be elaborated in this thesis. By examining the discursive and
conceptual relationship between the drama and the near-contemporary theorisations of the
pre-Socratics, it is still possible to reach solid conclusions, at least concerning one aspect of
the dramatic text. The Prometheus Bound, which one must agree could be the work of
someone other than Aeschylus, will be approached here as a document recording some of
the intellectual debates that were animating the Greek world somewhere around the mid-
fiftth century. The dating is an approximate one, but one that can be inferred from the
“philosophical evidence’ yielded by the play itself. Regardless of when exactly the play was

1T would like to thank my supervisor, Leopoldo Iribarren, for his precious criticism, support and patience. A
special mention goes also to Claire Louguet and Daria Francobandiera (from the Classics department of Lille
III) for having organized and let me intervene in the seminar Eschyle et les Présocratiques: le Prométhée Enchainé,
which has proved an important source of inspiration for the present work.

2 For an exhaustive review of the debate, see Griffith, 1977:1-7; Conacher, 1980:141-174 and Said, 1985:16-20.

3 See Herington, 1970:76-87 and Said, 1985:326-340. Cf. also Cerri, 1975:106 ff.

¢ A sober yet penetrating review of such criticisms is provided by Lloyd-Jones, 2003:52 ff.



composed?, it will emerge that none of the abstractions and philosophical ideas relevant to
the Prometheus Bound was shaped after that timeframe.

L The interplay of tragedy and philosophy

Much work has been done in the last decades to bring out the ways in which the action
of tragedy, through the re-enactment of traditional mythological sagas, helped articulate
conflicts and tensions within contemporary Greek society. Research on Greek drama, in fact,
has mainly focused on ‘its social and political content [...] or the anthropological and theatrical
interests of its form’®. Very little attention, surprisingly, has been drawn to the fact that some
of the main questions asked on the dramatic stage — What is the nature of the gods? What is
the relationship between gods and men? — were being asked at that very same time by the
so-called pre-Socratics, a heterogeneous group of thinkers commonly regarded as the
fathers of western philosophy. With few exceptions’, the relationship between Greek drama
and early Greek philosophy has been “oddly underexplored’s, and only very recently it has
started attracting the attention it deserves®. This lacuna becomes especially weighty with
regards to Aeschylus (525-456 BC), who lived roughly at the same time as Heraclitus,
Parmenides and Empedocles, and could have easily accessed the older doctrines of
Xenophanes and Anaximander. In fact, his dramas bear striking similarities with the ideas
and language of these thinkers'’, but this should not surprise us, for Aeschylus was entitled
as much as them to contribute to the intellectual debates of his days. There has been a long-
standing tendency to regard his relationship with philosophy as a doxographical one: the
tragic poet, provided he employs “philosophy” at all, would be simply alluding or criticizing
a given doctrine, taking no part in the elaboration of innovative concepts or notions!!. This
is a picture that does not make any justice to the actual engagement of the dramatist with
the cultural issues of his society. Of the three Attic tragedians, in fact, Aeschylus is
undoubtedly ‘le plus théoricien’'?, and this is so for two reasons.

The first relates to the specificities of the intellectual context in which both the dramatist
and the pre-Socratics shaped their discourses. At the time when Aeschylus’ tragedies were
taking shape, Greek culture was not differentiated yet into a variety of specialised

5 The dating oscillates between 479 and 424 BC. See Herington, 1970:127-129.

6 Hall, 2010:172. Cf. Judet de La Combe, 2010:79-118 and Cairns, 2013:ix.

7 Here is a list of papers containing important suggestions and questions, most of them begging for further
developments: Herington, 1963; Capizzi, 1982; Seaford, 1986; Adan, 1999 and Allan, 2005.

8 Seaford, 2012:240.

9 Irby-Massie, 2008; Seaford, 2012 and Scapin 2015.

10 Cf. Allan, 2005; Irby-Massie, 2008:133-135; Griffith, 2009:26-34; Judet de La Combe, 2010:204-212, 252-257
and Scapin, 2015:3-4.

11 The statement of Lloyd-Jones (1971:86) is in this sense emblematic: “If Aeschylus knew of modern thinkers
like Xenophanes and Heraclitus, he refrained from obtruding his knowledge upon his audience”.

12 Judet de La Combe, 2010:229.



disciplines claiming their own expertise, traditions and rules - as will instead be the case by
the time of Sophocles” and Euripides’ dxur)'. There was not such a thing as a philosophical
practice as such, neither there were thinkers (such as the Sophists) distinguishing
themselves from the poets and claiming the control, with their theoretical elaborations, on
specific subjects of inquiry. If Heraclitus could criticize Hesiod, Pythagoras, Xenophanes
and Hecataeus in the same fragment', it is because what matters to him is the issues they
raise rather than the medium by which such issues are raised. With his dramatic language,
then, Aeschylus could address the theoretical questions of his times without crossing any
pre-established intellectual boundary: on the contrary, his plays were meant to contribute
to a shared debate on the Greek system of values and beliefs'>.

The second reason concerns the relationship of tragedy with other forms of contemporary
public discourse. Greek drama is an heterogenous art-form, which elaborates its meaning
through the integration of a variety of literary and performative contents: from epic and
didactic poetry to choral lyric, from ritual speech-acts to legal prose, the playwright could
subject every manifestation of the shared culture to his own needs of representation’. The
originality of the tragic poet lies in his action within and on the culture of his times, which
enables him to produce artistic innovations while being anchored in pre-existing traditions
and contemporary practices. Drama synthetises and re-composes these discursive elements,
and transposes them on the stage to shape the relationship between the characters, their
individual asses and limits, indeed, the dramatic action itself. In this respect, the notions of
the pre-Socratics are a fundamental component of this material: the tragedian incorporates
them not only to shape and dramatize the events of tragedy, but also to elaborate innovative
notions in different fields of speculative inquiry. In fact, in the Prometheus Bound we read
the earliest reflection on the origins of civilization, and this suggests that the influence of
philosophy on drama was as important as that of drama on philosophy.

In a collection of papers edited in 2013, Tragedy and Archaic Greek thought, Cairns has
voiced the urgency to restore the centrality of Greek tragedy in the development of early
Greek thought!”: with this thesis, I aim to offer a contribution to this task.

An overview on the scholarly debate

The only monographic study on the topic is Rosler’s Reflexe vorsokratischen Denkens bei
Aischylos (1970), which discuss a large selection of Aeschylean passages which might betray
the influence of the pre-Socratics — in particular, of the Pythagoreans, the medical theorists
and several individual thinkers. Rosler’s conclusions are mostly negative, except for the

13 Allan, 2005:72 ff. and Judet de La Combe, 252-260, 295 ff.

14 EGP 111, 9, D20.

15 Cf. Allan, 2005:71-75 and Judet de La Combe, 2010:98-102, 251-255.
16 Griffith, 2009:6-58 and Judet de La Combe, 2010:245-251.

17 Cairns, 2013:ix ff.



impact, which he acknowledges, of Xenophanes” and Anaxagoras’ ideas's. However, two
hermeneutical limits undermine his results. First, Rosler has limited his analysis to
individual passages of Aeschylus, thereby renouncing to look for general parallelisms in
thought, diction and structure. Second, he conceives the relationship between drama and
pre-Socratic thought as an aprioristic influence of the latter on the first. The author implicitly
accepts the distinction between “poetry’ and “philosophy’, projecting it onto an historical
period when no such distinction, as said above, has been drawn yet.

In his article on the relationship between Aeschylus and Parmenides, Capizzi has
advocated a different approach to the topic: “it seems — he observed polemically — that in the
cities of archaic and classical Greece there was a department of Philosophy that was not part of the
Faculty of Letters, but had its private hub in a house with no doors nor windows” (my translation).
Although his conclusions rely too heavily on a shaky historical evidence (i.e. Parmenides’
biographical tradition®), it remains that Capizzi was the first, to my knowledge, to explicitly
approach Aeschylus as an active participant to the movements of his times, envisaging his
influence on Parmenides and contemporary philosophy in general®.

Seaford has interpreted, in a recent monograph, the structural and conceptual similarities
between the cosmology of the Oresteia and that of Heraclitus as an immediate answer to the
social developments — i.e. the monetisation - of fifth century Greece?>. To be sure, the
continuity between Aeschylus” and Heraclitus’ cosmology can be understood in relation to
the society in which they both lived, but Seaford has gone as far as to posit, dogmatically
enough, a unidirectional causal link between literary (philosophical and dramatic)
cosmologies and the economic processes of the polis®. In so doing, he reduces complex
doctrines and dramas to mere reflection of specific relations of productions, thereby
ignoring altogether the originality of the individual author. Besides, Seaford systematically
wrenches Aeschylus’ sentences from their dramatic context (as already done by Rosler), and
so distorts their meaning and the tragic effects they were meant to produce.

The last and surely most important contribution to the topic is Scapin’s doctoral
dissertation, The Flower of Suffering, which investigates “the theological tension and metaphysical
assumptions’* of the Orestein against some of the ideas and modes of thought of
Anaximander, Xenophanes, Heraclitus and Parmenides. Scapin has overcome the
hermeneutical limits underlying previous researches, and has convincingly shown that the
tension between opposite religious attitudes emerging from the trilogy can be read as a
response to the theological debates of the time. The same, we will see, is true for the
Prometheus Bound, where the oscillation between opposite attitudes follows the line of a

18 For Xenophanes, Rosler, 1970:4-15; for Anaxagoras, ibid.:56-87.
19 Capizzi, 1982:124.

20 Cf. Cerri, 1999:49-52 and Coxon, 2009:39-44.

2 Capizzi:123-125, 131-133.

22 Seaford, 2012:240 ff.

2 Cf. the criticism of Scapin, 2015:9-14.

24 Scapin, 2015:8.



dialectic relationship between the archaic world-view and the notions promoted by the pre-
Socratics to challenge it. The conceptual and literary originality of our drama lies, as well,
in this juxtaposition, whereby different approaches to reality are placed against each other
and thereby reveal each other’s limits. It follows, as I shall demonstrate in more detail in the
following section, that to shed a light on the relationship of drama with contemporary
intellectual debates requires exploring the anchoring of such debates in the pre-existing
poetic and intellectual traditions.

IL. Philosophy on Stage: themes and aims

The fact that the Prometheus Bound stands in a direct relationship to contemporary
philosophy is no longer a working hypothesis nor a thesis defended by a scholarly minority,
but an acknowledged fact. Our drama is in fact a ‘lively testament to the Greek intellectual
achievements of the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E.””, and Prometheus, its main character, ‘fits
with great ease the fragments preserved from the archaic thought'?®. Previous researches on the
topic (in truth a very few), some results of which I share and adopt as the foundations of my
work?, all fail, however, to account for two fundamental questions, namely, where do the
themes and topics of the Prometheus Bound come from? And how did the tragedian integrate
contemporary theoretical discourses to re-elaborate them? Whether elaborated through the
language of prose, poetry or drama, the early Greek inquiries into divine and human nature
form a close-knit unity, and the contribution of the individual author is only intelligible
when placed against the background of a traditional set of problems and solutions.

Between philosophy and myth

This research conceives the relationship between the early Greek thinkers and drama in
two interrelated ways. The first concerns the continuity between the contents developed in
drama and in the discourses of the pre-Socratics. The Prometheus Bound touches upon several
themes that were at the heart of contemporary philosophical inquiries, and only when read
against them does the tragic text reveal its conceptual complexity and originality.

% [rby-Massie, 2008:133. Cf. Herington, 1963, 192 ff.

26 Adén, 1999:8.

27 | mainly refer to Adan, 1999 which offers some precious observations on the conceptual continuity between
the dramatic character of Prometheus and the cosmological notions developed by Anaximander, Heraclitus
and Parmenides. Less satisfying is instead Irby-Massie, 2008, which only lists a series of parallelisms between
the drama and contemporary thinkers (mainly Heraclitus), overlooking the broader cultural framework in
which these intellectual trends took shape.



The second way, systematically overlooked by the critics (but by Scapin®), draws
attention to the fact that both Aeschylus and the early philosophers are largely dependent
on the same poetical tradition, and elaborate their discourses within and against that
tradition. A prominent place is occupied, in this sense, by Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and
Days. These poems were an essential point of reference not only for the pre-Socratics?, who
challenged and wused them as the vehicle of their cosmological (Theogony) and
anthropological (Works and Days) doctrines, but also for the author of the Prometheus Bound,
who found there the earliest versions of the myth of Prometheus (Theog. 535-616; WD 47-
105) and built his drama upon them. If the power of this drama relies, as I think, on an
original reflection over the correlation between divine powers and human conduct, we
might then wonder how such prominent theme was originally treated by Hesiod, and how
the challenges offered against it by the pre-Socratics helped the dramatist shaping his own
tragedy. It is in fact my contention that the continuity between our drama and the pre-
Socratics emerges not only in concepts or language, but also in the critical attitude toward
the theological and ethical contents of Hesiod’s poetry.

In the Theogony, the myth of Prometheus narrates the conflict between Prometheus and
Zeus; in the Works and Days, it illustrates instead the defining traits of the human condition.
These two themes — the intra-divine conflict and the nature of man - form the background
of my research. The thematic approach is to me the only viable method to handle the
complex material at my disposal. In the first chapter, I will discuss the Hesiodic myths and
the drama, so to bring to light the essential point of contacts as well as the differences
between the two. In the second and third chapter, I will instead focus on the literary and
conceptual continuity between the Prometheus Bound on the one hand, and some fragments
of Anaximander, Xenophanes, Heraclitus, Parmenides and Empedocles on the other:
hopefully, this thesis will enable me to place the drama within the intellectual milieu in
which it really belongs.

28 See Scapin, 2015:15 ff.
2 As already observed by Aristotle in Metaphysics 1. 4, 984b and elsewhere. For recent contributions on the
topic, see, in particular, Vlastos, 1952; Cerri, 1998; Algra, 1999; Most, 2007; Scapin, 2015: 31-34.
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The myth of Prometheus

The Prometheus Bound is the most symbolic drama of Antiquity.

Karl Reinhardt

As acknowledged by Herodotus in his Histories (ca. 450 BC), it was Homer and Hesiod
who gave the gods their ‘names, honours, skills and forms” (I, 53), systematising the Greeks’
mythological tradition. Hesiod’s myths of Prometheus (a character whom Homer never
mentions), thus, provided Aeschylus with an anchor, with a set of conceptual and thematic
categories in which to accommodate his own ideas®. Although other authors and versions
of the myth influenced the shape of the story narrated in the Prometheus Bound®', the essential
traits of the story, as we shall see, were those imposed by Hesiod in the Theogony and the
Works and Days. Starting from this assumption, I will explore the process whereby the
Hesiodic themes, issues and images are appropriated by the tragedian and used as the
vehicle toward the elaboration of an original dramatic project.

1. Prometheus and Zeus in the Theogony

Both Hesiod and Aeschylus recognize in Prometheus the god of untic (as his name
suggests)®, of a type of intelligence based on cunning and deception. Prometheus is the
foresighted god, he who ‘knows counsels beyond all others” (mtavtwv TéQL purdea edwg, Theog.
559; WD 54), who can ‘find a way out even from impossible situations’ (eDOelV KAE APNXAVWV
Ttoov, Prom. 59). Most importantly, he is the only one god who can challenge Zeus by relying
on his doAin téxvn®. This challenge is the centrepiece of the myth narrated in the Theogony
and in the Prometheus Bound. In fact, it was the Theogony that provided ‘the starting point for
Aeschylus” own approach to the myth of Prometheus’®. I shall then start by examining Hesiod’s
text, so to bring to light the material relevant to the dramatic action of the Prometheus Bound.

The scission

Hesiod tells how Prometheus, the son of the Titan Iapetus and Clymene (Theog. 506-510),
tirst tried to deceive Zeus at Mekone, thereby producing a contest articulated by a series of

30 On the concept of “anchoring innovation’, developed by the Dutch classicists, see Sluiter, 2017.

31 See Griffith, 1977:16-17 and 1983:1-4; Reinhardt, 1991:51-59 and West, 1979:147.

32 Cf. West, 1966:308-309, n. ad 510 and Griffith, 1983:2 n.5. The essential correspondence between the god’s
name and actions was accepted throughout Antiquity: cf. Theog. 559 and Prom. 85-87 (with the comments of the
scholiasts; scholl. 85a-c). I refer to the scholia on the Prometheus Bound as they appear in Herington, 1972.

3 In the Theogony, untig, 00Aog and téxvn are used interchangeably to signify a ‘skilful deception’; see Said,
1985:115-117 and Iribarren, 2017:58 n.1.

34 Solmsen, 1949:126. Cf. Conacher, 1980:3-15 and Griffith, 1983:6.
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ruses and counter-ruses. In a feast to which both gods and men were participating (535), the
son of lapetus divided up the nourishment destined to Zeus’ commensals, a sacrificial ox,
into two unequal portions (536-540), and then tricked Zeus into choosing one of them (548-
549). This ruse, aetiology of the institution of sacrifice®, disturbs the normative system of
the Olympians, and places Zeus in a paradoxical situation: either of his choices will violate
the law of partition of which he himself is the guarantee®. The sacrifice trick, in fact, takes
place within an order that Zeus has already arranged upon the equal (opwe, 74; €U, 885)
distribution of honours and prerogatives among the gods. Prometheus, then, tries to put Zeus
in contradiction with himself, and he does so, most importantly, by giving an advantage to
human beings: from then on, they will keep for themselves the edible portions of the sacrificed
beast, leaving the fat and the bones to the gods. The same issues will be at work in the
Prometheus Bound. The dramatist will reduce Prometheus’ ruses to a single act of
transgression, the theft of fire, while at the same time attributing it the symbolic values of the
Hesiodic sacrifice trick. As soon as Prometheus tries to benefit mankind ‘beyond proper
measure’ (koL Tépa, Prom. 507), it is in fact the principle of equality underpinning Zeus’
order that is challenged. Different from Hesiod, rather, is the logic underlying the intra-divine
conflict. But let us consult the Theogony first.

After the trick at Mekone, Zeus punishes Prometheus by taking divine fire away from men
(563-564), making it impossible to cook what they had got from the sacrifice trick. In a last
attempt to help mortals, Prometheus steals the fire back and gives it to men, hiding it “into a
hollow fennel-stalk’” (¢v xoiAw vapOnkL, 567)%. At this point, Zeus does not take away fire from
men, but sends among them a “beautiful evil’ (kaAov kaxov, 585), the fabricated woman, who
embodies the ontological and spatial discontinuity between gods and men (see below)®. In
the meanwhile Prometheus is defeated and subdued, despite his cleverness, to the constraint
(O’ dvaykng, 615) of a ‘great bond” (Léyag deopog, 616), unable to trick Zeus and escape his
wrath. After all, the conflict was doomed from the very start to end with the victory of the “all
wise’ Zeus (untiéta, 520) over the “crook-counselled” Prometheus (ayixvAountng, 546; WD 48).
The possession of untic is not a prerogative of Prometheus alone, but a cosmic force, as we
shall see, that guides divine history toward its téAog, the reign of Zeus®.

Ruse and sovereignty

In the Theogony, only Kronos, ruler of the cosmos before being dethroned by his son Zeus,
shares with Prometheus the epithet dyxvAountng (18, 473, 495): the correlation between the
two gods relates to the limits of their pntic. In fact, both have been defeated by Zeus, and in

3 See West, 1966: 305-308 n. ad 507-616.

36 See Judet de La Combe, 1996:285 ff. and Iribarren, 2017:70-71.

37 Cf. Prom.109-110: vapOnicomAnowtov d¢ Onowpat mueog/mnyny kKAomaiav.

38 See Vernant, 1985:264-265 and Iribarren, 2017:68-76.

39 On the teleological perspective of the Theogony, see Judet de La Combe, 1996:270-272; Strauss Clay, 2003:12-
14 and Iribarren, 2017:57-58.
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both cases this happens because Zeus’ cunning proves superior to theirs. For the Olympian
did not fail to recognize Prometheus’ ruse (yvw ¢ ovd 1yvoinoe d6Aov, 551) and could
eventually turn it against him, while Kronos was deceived (doAw0O¢ic, 494) by the ruse of
Gaia and did not realize (000" evonoe, 488) that Zeus was about to subdue him “with guile and
force’ (téxvnor Pl 496). On the one side of the Olympian king stand in fact
Kodrtog (Power) and Bia (Force), sons of Styx, who follow Zeus and raise his authority above
that of every other god (385 ff.). On the other stands the daughter of Tethys and Ocean:
Mntic, “she who knows the most among gods and mortals’ (887). In the Prometheus Bound, the
character of Mntic will be deliberately ignored, and Prometheus himself will take up her role.
It is then necessary to analyse the function that the notion embodied by the goddess covers
in the Theogony, for the divergence between Hesiod and the dramatist only emphasizes the
prominent place recognized by both authors to that type of intelligence that the Greeks called
by the name of untic.

Right after the repartition of the privileges and honours among the gods (885), Zeus
marries Mntig, and then swallows her before she could give birth to Athena - “deceiving her
with guile and treacherous words’ (d0Aw...eEamatoac aipvAiolot Adyototy, 889-890). It is at
this point that he becomes a god pntiéta and acquires knowledge of the ‘eternal plans’
(Ot pMdeay, 545, 550, 561) on which his rule depends. The marriage with Mnrtuc, in fact,
endows Zeus with a security measure against the unexpected, and this is what differentiates
him from the previous rulers. The set of skills embodied by the goddess —and by Prometheus
himself in the Prometheus Bound - is the functional complement of sovereignty, one of its
essential conditions*: it is through guile that Zeus takes power* and stops the chain of
political and cosmic crisis undermining the divine world. In fact, if the marriage with Mntig
enables Zeus to establish a new order, the following marriage with ®¢uic (901 ff.), the
goddess of divine justice, makes his decisions to be perceived as immutable*’. This union
will in fact give birth not only to Justice (Atkn), Lawfulness (Evvopin) and Peace (Eigrjvn),
but also to the Destinies (Moipat) - in sum, all the aspects of continuity, regularity and stability
that Zeus” power embodies. The image of Prometheus in chains held down by “the decree of
Necessity” (UTt" avaykrg, 615) is the image of an order that cannot be any longer changed nor
challenged. We will see that the dramatist, while adopting Hesiod’s plot, values and issues,
will elaborate a different system of oppositions between Zeus (koatog and i) and
Prometheus (untic and 0¢uig), thereby erasing every trace of the teleological narrative
elaborated in the Theogony and challenging the traditionally accepted connection between
Zeus and the fixed order of a superior necessity.

4 Cf. Detienne and Vernant, 1974:61-75; Cerri, 1975: 101-102 and Said, 1985:261-262.
4 Cf. the description of the Titanomachy in the Prometheus Bound (206-213).
42 Cf. Solmsen, 1949:35; Detienne and Vernant, 1974:104-106 and Said, 1985:278-279.
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Toward the Works and Days

The conflict produced at Mekone is the last of the divine history, and preludes to the
definitive establishment of the Olympian rule. Prometheus’ final release at the hands of the
mortal Heracles (526-534), son of Zeus and Alcmene, signals in fact the definitive re-
conciliation among the gods, and the achievement of a reigning order among them. At the
same time, the final intervention of a mortal suggests that there also exists a correlation
between the divine history and the existence of mortals. The myth of Prometheus, in fact,
unfolds in the Theogony — as later in the Prometheus Bound - in two distinct yet connected
directions: the first is the conflict between Zeus and Prometheus, the second is the relation of
human beings to this conflict. For the trick of Mekone introduces a crisis within Zeus’ order,
but at the same time achieves a process of ontological differentiation (éwxpivovto, 535)*
between gods and men: a process that certainly puts men at disadvantage, breaking off every
form of direct communication with the divine world, but that also endows them with a
providential function in relation to the gods” history*. It will in fact be a mortal who finally
releases Prometheus “not against Zeus” will’ (ovx aéknrt Znvog, 529), thus enabling Zeus to
achieve a state of harmony that no divine conflict had managed to reach.

In the Theogony, then, the origin of mankind is posited as the result of a rupture between
two types of being separated by mortality. The perspective changes in the Works and Days,
where the myth of Prometheus does not explain the polarity between gods and men, but
the essential traits of the human condition itself. In fact, many recent studies have shown
how Hesiod could approach the myth from opposite perspectives and adjust it to fit the
very different contexts in which it appears®. In order for us to grasp the plurality of themes
and semantic nuances underlying the verses of the Prometheus Bound, it is first necessary to
draw attention to Hesiod’s double telling, to the questions raised by each version of the
myth. The discursive relationship between Hesiod and the dramatist, we will see, does not
merely relate to the re-elaboration of the narrative of the Theogony, but to the active
engagement with a world-view that the Theogony alone cannot bring to light. For the
Prometheus Bound centres on the order of the gods, but also investigates the place of men
within that order.

4 On the meaning of kpivw in this passage, see Reinhardt, 1991:258; Judet de La Combe, 1996:272-273; Strauss
Clay, 2003:101 and Most, 2006:46 n. 27.

4 See Judet de La Combe, 1996:269-274 and Iribarren 2016:68-70.

45 Calabrese de Feo, 1995; Judet de La Combe and Larnoud, 1996; Strauss Clay, 2009:104-128 and Iribarren,
2017:67-81. The previous tendency, rooted in the structuralist essays of Vernant (1974:185 ff.; cf. 1985:186), was
instead to emphasize the unity and coherence between the two versions of the myth.
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II. The human condition

While the contents of the Theogony were the exclusive prerogative of the Muses, who can
tell either true things (aAnOéa, 28) or ‘lies identical with true things’ (Pevdea...eTOHOOLY
opola, 27), in the Works and Days it is the poet who “will proclaim some reliable truths’ (étrjTopa
nvOnoaiunv, 10) to his brother Perses. Such truths concern not the gods but the human
condition, whose defining trait Hesiod identifies in the inextricability of work and justice®.
This truth is deduced at the beginning of the narrative from two complementary stories: the
myth of Prometheus (47-105) and that of the five races (109-201). The first explains men’s
necessity to work for a living, the second presents the necessity to observe justice as the only
way for the present race of men, the Iron race, to oppose decadence and avoid the annihilation
that has befallen the previous races of men. The two Adyou are closely interconnected, as they
are both based on the idea that the human condition is the result of a decline which can only
be relieved through work and justice. It is in function of this ethical programme that the myth
of Prometheus is narrated in the Works and Days.

Neither the punishment nor the release of Prometheus is mentioned in the Works and
Days, since no interest emerges along the narrative for the role played by mankind in
relation to the gods” history. What concerns Hesiod here is the impact of the intrigue
between Zeus and Prometheus on the life of mortals, henceforth doomed to a life of toil in
opposition to the blissful condition enjoyed before Prometheus’ intervention on their behalf.
In the beginning, in a period that closely resembles the Golden age (109-126), men lived on
earth apart from evils (90-92; cf. 112-113), and knew no opposition between work and fertility
(43-46; cf. 116-118). But now they must produce their own means of life, and this is the direct
consequence of Prometheus’ trick against Zeus:

AAA Zelg €kQuipe XOAWOTAIEVOS PQETLY T)OLV,
Ottt pv €amatnoe IpounOevg ayrvAounng.#”

The episode of the sacrifice trick at Mekone, which was described at length in the Theogony
(5635-561), is here condensed in a single verse (Otti...ccykvAourtnc): the myth elaborated in
the Works and Days does not account for the separation between gods and men, but
presupposes it as its starting point*®. The poet will now focus on the human condition itself,
and on the episodes of the myth bearing direct consequences on it, namely the theft of fire
and the creation of the first woman.

46 See Judet de La Combe and Larnoud, 1996:301, Strauss Clay, 2003:31-38 and Most, 2006:xxxvii-xliii.

47 WD 47-48: ‘But Zeus hid it [sc. flov (‘the resources of life’) 42], angry in his heart because Prometheus, the
crook-counselled, beguiled him’.

48 Cf. Calabrese de Feo, 1995:108 n. 22 and Judet de La Combe, 1996:274.
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The meanings of fire

In the Theogony, Prometheus’ stealing is an act of deception - ‘but the good son of lapetus
fooled (e€amatnoev) him” (Theog. 565) — whereby men are given back what Zeus had
removed from them. When describing the stolen fire, Hesiod emphasizes the qualitative gap
between the "far-seen shining of tireless fire’ (566) which Zeus has forbidden to men and the
perishable flame that men have at their disposal (569): in brief, two different fires which
symbolize the spatial and ontological distance between immortals and mortals*. In the
Works and Days, instead, the theft of fire is clearly presented as a transgression in the interest
of mortals and to the detriment of Zeus - ‘but the good son of Iapetus stole (ExAee) fire back for
human beings (cvOpwmowot) from the wise Zeus (Aog T pnrtioevtog)” (50-51). In other
words, the theft of fire is the action that defines the relationship of Prometheus, Zeus and
human beings to each other. Not only Prometheus but also men — Zeus says explicitly (56)
— will be penalised for this offence. The son of lapetus is bound in ‘painful bonds’ (deopoic
apyaAéowol, Theog. 522) and Pandora is sent in the world of men, there to counterbalance
tire and fill human life with “painful maladies’ (vovowv T~ agyaAéwv, 92). In the Theogony, fire
is important to men because without it they cannot sacrifice to the gods. In the Works and
Days, the Promethean fire is inextricably linked to the B16c which Zeus has withdrawn from
men, and represents a tool on which their survival depends®.

In conclusion, the comparison between the fire of the Theogony and the fire of the Works
and Days will help us informing the complex notion of fire later developed in the Prometheus
Bound. The o mavtexvovs! of drama will be at once a human and a divine element, and
the stealing of fire will accordingly acquire a twofold meaning. Among the gods, it is the
action that arouses Zeus” wrath and leads to the binding of Prometheus: among men, it
stands instead for the beginning of civilization, for the shift toward rational modes of living.
This contrast, we shall see, is what makes Prometheus a tragic character.

Hope, or the ambiguity of human life

Even the creation of the first woman takes on a different meaning in the Works and Days®.
A nameless work of art in the Theogony, where she symbolises the polarity between gods and
men, the woman re-appears here as Pandora, embodiment of the paradoxical nature of
human life. Her name underlines in fact the contrast between her deceptive outlook and her
true nature: seemingly, she is the beautiful gift fabricated by all the Olympians (80-82), but in
truth she will consume men’s resources and waste the products of their toil. Her appearance

among men institutes the essential ambiguity of their condition: from now on, men will

49 Iribarren, 2017:72-73.

% Cf. Vernant, 1985:186-189, Said, 1985:118-119 and Strauss Clay, 2003:119.

51 Prom. 7. Cf. 110-111.

52 See Calabrese de Feo, 1995; Judet de La Combe and Lernould, 1996 and Iribarren, 2017 :77-81.
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constantly ‘embrace their own evils’ (58). With the opening of the jar (94-95), Pandora spreads
all sorts of evils into the world. Only EAmtic does not fly out, as Pandora closes the opening
before it could escape, ‘in accordance with the plans of Zeus’ (BovAnot Awog, 99). The meaning
of Hope has puzzled generations of commentators, who have taken pain to understand
whether EAmic represents a good or an evil®. The truth is that Hope is neither of them, but
rather an illusion, itself representative of the ambiguity of human life.

As Prometheus is held back by “inextricable bonds” (dAvktomédnor, Theog. 521)* and forced
to a dire immobility, so is Hope confined within an ‘unbreakable home’ (ev cqponkToLlOL
dopowoty, 96) and provides men with the means to perpetuate their own inevitable penalty:
that is, an existence constantly battered by the afflictions that Zeus has imposed on them
through Pandora. Because of Prometheus, human beings now bear a miserable existence:
Hope is for them the only way to avert the gaze from their ‘countless sorrows’ (uvoia Avyoc,
100). It goes very differently in the Prometheus Bound, as I will show in more detail below. The
notion of hope will appear there as the first of Prometheus’ gifts to men (Prom. 250-251), as a
paopaxov that enables them to achieve civilization by undertaking activities looking to ends
beyond the limits of their mortality. Hesiod’s Hope represents instead the permanent
expectation of a future doomed to be negative, essential trait of an existence that defines itself
in opposition the golden Age, when men ‘lived like gods, with no sorrow in their spirit’ (112).

From myth to drama

There was a time, under the rule of Kronos, in which men could rely on the fruits that
the earth would give them ‘spontaneously’ (avtoudtn, WD 118). But now their means of
living are kept hidden by the gods - koUpavteg yap Exovot Oeot Blov avOowrowowv (WD 42),
and their survival is constantly threatened by the maladies coming upon them ‘of their own
will’ (avtopatal, 103). Such were the dire consequences of Prometheus” affection toward
mortals. Although the reasons behind the god’s pulavOpwmia are never explained in the
ancient treatments of the myth®, it is the benevolent attitude toward human beings that
leads Prometheus to transgress the orders of Zeus and question the limits imposed on
human beings. The same is true for the Prometheus Bound, where Prometheus and Zeus come
to conflict because of human beings, because the consideration shown to men leads
Prometheus to encroach upon the divine privilege of fire. What changes, from epic to tragedy,
is the consequence of this encroachment, both within the divine and the human world.

The Hesiodic fire, instrument of sacrifice and symbol of men’s inherent imperfections, is in
the Prometheus Bound a ‘great resource’ (néyag mogog, 111) that paves the way for the
achievements of the human mind. To human beings, the theft of fire represents the

53 The main views are discussed by Said, 1985:122-130.
54 Cf. Prom. 5-6: oxpdoat...€v dpprjktolg médaug, 155: deoploig dAvToLC. .. teAdoag.
55 Cf. West, 1966:306 n. ad 507-616 and Griffith, 1983:2.
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foundational act of civilization. To the Olympians, though, Prometheus’ action merely
represents the encroachment of a divine privilege, a challenge to Zeus’ apportionment of
honours to the gods. This is precisely why the god is bound, ‘so that he might be taught to love
Zeus" tyranny (v Awg  tvoavvda) and  forget  his  philanthropic  attitude
(pAavBpwmov...teomov)’ (10-11). Prometheus has in fact gone “beyond justice’ (Ttépa dikng,
30) and his punishment assumes, in principle, the meaning of a just measure against a
‘criminal’ (AewQyov, 5). And yet such punishment is ‘a painful view for the eyes to stare at’
(Oéapa dvoBéatov oppaoty, 69), it is a ‘sight that brings shame on Zeus* (Znvi dvokAeng Oéa,
243). Through the representation of Prometheus in chains, Hesiod could glorify the wisdom
of Zeus. In the drama, this image conveys instead the concrete representation of a Tvoavvig,
of a normative system based on constriction and violence rather than wisdom and equality>°.
The Prometheus of drama is as distant from the one of Hesiod as it is the tyrant whom he
challenges onstage. Adversary of Zeus, the Prometheus of the Theogony is a trickster
legitimately punished; the one of drama is instead the victim of an unjustifiable harshness.

III.  The tyrant and the sophist

It constantly emerges from the drama that Zeus, whom Hesiod portrayed as the dispenser
of justice, is a despot “who keeps justice by his side’ (mtaQ” éavtw/ To dikaov Exwv, 186-187). His
agents are Kodtog - the power grounded in a legal authority that is here synonym with
autocratic behaviour - and Bix - the brute force, material support of power, violence that
needs not justify itself. We have seen that Zeus, in the Theogony, would be accompanied by
Kodtog and Bia, but would also marry Mntig and ©£uug to incorporate the positive values
the two goddesses embody. In the drama, such values stand on the side Prometheus, ‘god
with proud thoughts (atmounta)”, son of right-counselling Themis” (18). Whatever asset was
traditionally assigned to Zeus the tragedian attributes to his enemy through the symbolic re-
elaboration of Hesiod. The opposition between the two gods takes then the form of an
antithetical relationship between the complementary conditions of power. Zeus, the violent
autocrat who governs without any form of shared authority (&0¢twc koatvvel, 150) stands
against the son of ®¢ug and the god of untic: these are the two values on which the stability
of the cosmos depends.

But the re-elaboration of the Hesiodic characters goes further, since Prometheus equates,
later in the play, Themis with Gaia (209-210). Even though Themis was traditionally held to
be Gaia’s daughter®, the identification between the two goddesses is not unattested in

5 On the political overtones of the drama, cf. Cerri, 1975:15-22; Lloyd-Jones, 1971:84 ff.; Said, 1985:284-291 and
Reinhardt, 1991:62-68.

7 almounng is an hapax in Greek literature, and seems to emphasize not the contrast (thus Griffith, 1983:86
n. ad 18) but the strict correlation between Prometheus’ pride and Themis” 0p00ofovAia, cf. schol. 18e.

58 The cosmological value of @¢uig is particularly prominent in Parmenides, who presents the perfection of
Being as the result of a norm, alaw (EGP V, 19, D8, 37): ‘it is established (0¢p1.c) that what is be not incomplete’.
5 Theog. 135. Cf. Aeschylus, Eumenides, 1-4.
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ancient cultic practices®®. No one before Aeschylus, however, seems to have made
Prometheus their son, elevating him to the rank of Titan®'. ‘Promethean’ and ‘Titanic” are
nowadays synonym of a spiritual disposition that was for the first time expressed in the
Prometheus Bound. Every modern version of the myth, from Goethe and Shelley through
Camus and Pavese, is directly derived from the character of drama: it was Aeschylus who
transformed the Hesiodic impostor into an intellectual pioneer and a symbol of the struggle
to assert one’s self against the external forces hostile to him. It is left to understand the reason
behind this metamorphosis, and its incidence on the dramatic action.

In between past and future

The traditional lineage attributed to Prometheus — his father was the Titan lapetus, his
mother Clymene (Theog. 506-510) - implied the disconnection of his vicissitudes from the
preceding episodes of divine history. It is only with Aeschylus that Prometheus finds himself
involved in the conflict between Zeus and the Titans. In fact, Zeus overpowers the Titans
because Prometheus shares with him the “subtle tricks” (aipvAac d¢ punyxavag, 206) that the
Titans, his brothers, had previously disdained despite Gaia’s prophecy that the final victory
will be determined by guile (d0Aw, 213). It is at this point, once the Titans have decreed their
own defeat, that Prometheus joins forces with Zeus by mutual agreement (éxovO™ éxovry,
218) helping him to end the Titanomachy and seize universal power. It is still Prometheus,
after the battle, who distribute the honours (yéoa, 439) among the gods, fulfilling the
foundational act of Zeus’ sovereignty. The Titan, in virtue of his kinship with Themis, takes
over a fundamental political function that was traditionally carried out by Zeus himself. In
the Theogony, it was in fact the Olympian who delimited, after the Titanomachy, the action
of each god within specific boundaries (885), rewarding his allies 1) O¢pc eotiv (Theog. 396)
- that is, in accordance with what “is and has always been right, proper and common practice’®?. In
the Prometheus Bound, instead, Zeus fully depends on Prometheus’ spiritual assets. It is the
Titan who helps the future ruler outwitting the Titans, it is him who integrates all the gods
within the new-established cosmic order. Once the most valuable minister of Zeus,
Prometheus is now the victim of his unjustifiable harshness — “for there is a sickness inherent
in tyranny, that of mistrusting friends’ (224-225).

But Prometheus, as the son of Gaia, also appropriates the prophetic knowledge of the
goddess, which in Hesiod’s poem had helped Zeus not only to overpower the Titans, but also
to escape the danger coming from the marriage with Mntic (882-888). In this sense, there is
a functional equivalence with Themis, who is Gaia’s successor on the prophetic throne at
Delphi, as we read in Aeschylus” Eumenides (1-4). In Pindar’s eighth Isthmian Ode, moreover,
it is the “wise-counselling’ (evPBovAog, 31) Themis who warns Zeus (and Poseidon) not to

60 See Groeneboom, 1928:133-134 n. ad 209-211; Cerri, 1975:24 and Said, 1985:190 n. 24.
61 As first suggested by Reinhardt, 1991:58-59, 268-272. Cf. Said, 1985:189-192.
62 Solmsen, 1949:35. Cf. Theog. 74,885.
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marry Thetis, since she would bear ‘a son mightier than his father’ (@péotegov Tatépog, 32).
The same dynamic is at work in the drama, where Prometheus announces that Zeus will fall
because of a marriage from which a son ‘mightier than his father’ (péotegov Tartog, 768) will
be born®. At the beginning of the play, the tragedian seems to be following the Hesiodic
pattern of an unequal contest between the invincible ruler and the petty rebel. Such is the
meaning of Prometheus’ conscious fault (ékwv éxwv fjuagtov, 266): his aupagtia has no
moral implications, but only indicates the offence toward a stronger adversary®. Toward the
end of the drama, however, the outcome of the conflict seems no longer self-evident, for
Prometheus holds a secret on which the stability of the tyrannical regime depends. His
punishment gradually becomes an interrogation, a torture whereby Zeus seeks to extort this
information from him. This is where the essence of the deadlock between Zeus and
Prometheus lies, in a prophetical knowledge that gradually transforms the Titan’s suffering
into a symptom of Zeus’ vulnerability:

véov véoL kpatelte, kal dokelte On
valewy amevon mégyap . OUK €k TV €yw
dLOO0VE TVEAVVOULG EKTTECOVTAC T)OOOUNV;®

There is no secure power among the Olympians, but only illusory belief (dokeite). The image
of the untiéta who knows exactly what is going to happen has made space to a ruler who
will fall because of his ‘empty-headed decisions’ (kevo@Eovwv PovAevudtwy, 762). It is
Prometheus who now possesses an insight into the future in virtue of his symbolic
relationship with Themis-Gaia: oracular knowledge is the name of a titanic consciousness
that cannot be subjugated with the mere force. Is the tyrant stronger than the Titan or vice
versa? This is the question in which the very essence of the Prometheus Bound lies.

Zeus never appears onstage, but manifests itself through the voices of his devotes Power,
Violence and, in the final episode of the drama, Hermes. His adversary, Prometheus, occupies
instead the scenic foreground throughout the whole drama. The relationship between the two
gods takes the form of an antithesis, of a scission that extends to every aspect of reality - visible
and invisible, knowledge and force, Tartarus and Olympus. Only two mutually exclusive
solutions are conceded: either Prometheus is released, or Zeus will lose his tyrannical throne®.
When the drama ends, however, we are still left wondering what choice will Zeus make.
Prometheus refuses to reveal his secret and is cast down to Tartarus, while Zeus’ fall seems

63 Chronological and textual evidence make Pindar a likely source for the dramatist. Cf. Conacher, 1980:15-16;
Said, 1985:190 and Reinhardt, 1991:58-60. However, it is also possible that Aeschylus simply re-elaborated the
mytheme developed by Hesiod in the episode of Mfjtig (so Bollack, 2006:88 nn. 10-11).

64 See Said, 1978:96-107, 318 ff. Only when pronounced by his enemies Kodtoc (9) or Hermes (¢€apaotovia,
945) does apaptia entail a moral fault, i.e. the transgression of the established order.

65 Prom. 955-957. “You just came to power but you think you live in a citadel free from grief. Have I not seen
two rulers falling from it?’. Cf. Prom. 169-171, 755-756, 907 ff.

66 Prom. 755-756: vOv &' 00dEV €0TL TéQUa HOL TTQOKE(PLEVOV/HOXOwV, TIELV dv Zebg EKTTEOT) TLEAVVIDOG.
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to be imminent. The cosmos itself plunges into a state of primordial chaos (1080-1093),
disturbed by a conflict in which both contestants seem doomed to lose.

To be sure, the Prometheia will end with the re-conciliation between Zeus and Prometheus.
Prometheus himself, in our drama, is sure that ‘one day he [sc. Zeus] will reach a friendly
agreement (AQOLOV...Kal @AOTNTA) with me, as eager for it as I will be (0tevOWV OTTEVOOVTL) .
However large was the compositional freedom they enjoyed, dramatists had to develop
their dramas within the limits imposed by the traditional version of the myth in question®.
In the same way as in the Theogony, Prometheus will be released by Heracles and Zeus will
keep on ruling over gods and men®. And yet this certainty, this Avdaykn that drives gods
and mortals toward an established end, only serves to emphasize the feeling of profound
instability, political and cosmic at once, that lies at the core of the Prometheus Bound.

IV.  Prometheus piddvOowmog

In Hesiod’s versions of the myth, a strict correlation was established between the
punishment of Prometheus and the decadence of mankind. The god transgresses the orders
of Zeus and human beings are the beneficiary of such transgression: both must then pay
retribution to re-establish a balance within Zeus’ order. If Zeus is called the ‘father of men and
gods’ (Ttartn)o avdpwv te Bewv te)”, this is because both are subjected to his will and define
their existence in relation to it. The same principle, Alxn, underpins in fact the divine and
the human world, and whoever trespasses it will be punished”. Thanks to Prometheus men
possess fire, but because of him they are also doomed to a life of never-ending hardship:
‘therefore it is not possible to escape the mind of Zeus’ (Theog. 613; cf. WD 105) - this is what we
learn from a myth in which Prometheus’ punishment and men’s decay are the
complementary aspects of Zeus' universal justice. No such correlation is drawn by
Aeschylus, who rather emphasizes the contrast between what Prometheus has done for
human beings and what he has caused to himself by helping them?”.

67 Prom. 190-192. Cf. for the expression dOuov kai uAdma, Griffith, 1983:123, n. ad 191, 192 and Bollack, 1965-
1969 (111:1):230.

68 Cf. Aristotle, Poetics 1453b 22-23.

6 On Heracles’ intervention, cf. Prom. 770-774 and 871-875. Structure and development of the Prometheia have
been the object of a long discussion. Among the most significant contributions, see Herington, 1970:76-87, 123-
126; Lloyd-Jones, 1971:97-102; Griffith, 1977:13-18; Conacher, 1980:98-119 and Reinhardt, 1991:78-83.

70 Theog. 468, 542, 643, 838; WD 59.

71 See Lloyd-Jones, 1971:32-36 and 2003:51-52; Allan, 2006 and Scapin, 2015:24 ff. Cf. WD 238-247, 280-285 and
Plato, Protagoras 322d.

72 Prom. 109-113, 267-268.
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The gifts of Prometheus

If the divine world within which the Titan’s suffering takes place is affected by Zeus’
lawlessness, the human reality conveys instead the manifestation of the goodwill (eOvouwx,
446) that makes Prometheus so different from his opponent. No matter how harsh his
punishment is or will be, his benefits to mankind are untouched. For human beings are now
in possession of many technical and intellectual skills, and this they owe to Prometheus alone.
Once responsible for men’s decadence, the god is now the ‘common benefactor’ (xowvov
weéAnua, 613) of mankind. Not only he has ‘rescued mortals from going to Ades’ (235-236), he
is also responsible for the awakening of their spirit:

axovoad’, e oPag vNIiovg OVTAGS TO TELV
£vvoug £0nka kat peevav emmnpoAove.”

At the beginning, i.e. before Prometheus’ intervention, men were vrjrtio.. Wanderers with
no end, condemned to mental infancy (vnmtiovc) qua unable to understand the surrounding
reality. They could not make sense of what they saw and heard, nor they knew anything
about the basic skills of human civilization — farming, building, writing, all this was
unknown to human beings, who rather lived like beasts, holed up in caves ‘like tiny ants” (452-
453), ignoring every form of social organization. They were still relegated to the state of
nature, and their life was not different from that of other living creatures. Inherently unjust
toward each other, and doomed to disappear because of their feebleness’. Zeus, as soon as
he sat on the Olympian throne, planned in fact to annihilate and substitute them with a
whole new human race (231-233). Aeschylus alludes here to the Hesiodic myth of the five
races, where it is said that the present human race is doomed to disappear at Zeus” hands
unless they practice justice and work”. But the truth is that the tragedian has completely
refashioned the traditional story.

Fall and rise of mankind

The legend of the five races was employed by Hesiod to emphasize the general decline of
his own times, but also to explain why it is necessary for men to observe justice. Only by
respecting the laws of Zeus, it is said, there might be a possibility for men to oppose decadence
and escape a gloomy destiny. Unlike other animal species, men can stop harming each other

73 Prom. 443-444: ‘Listen [sc. to the miseries of mortals], how silly they were before I gave them intelligence and
understanding’.

74 In the Platonic myth of Prometheus, Zeus sends Hermes to bring aidwg and dikn among men, so that they
can live in ‘civic communities’ (mdéAewv kooplol, Prot. 322¢) and protect themselves from the threats posed by
other animals (ibid.).

75 WD 180: ‘But even this race of speech-endowed men Zeus will destroy (0Aéoet).



22

because they partake of Zeus’ dixn, whence Hesiod’s exhortation to Perses: “but you listen to
Justice [...]. For Justice is not among them [sc. the animals], but to men Zeus gave Justice, which is
by far the best’” (WD 275, 278-279). But the violent tyrant of the Prometheus Bound, we have
seen, has nothing to do with Hesiod’s dispenser of Justice. Neither does Prometheus’
description of mankind takes the form of a moral reproach (pépprv ovTv’ avBpwmolg éxwv,
445): rather, what the Titan emphasizes is the contrast between man as he once was and man
as he has become after his own intervention. Hence, Zeus’ plan to destroy mankind cannot
be related to men’s lawless conduct, as Hesiod did: it was a whim, a demonstration of
ruthless and arbitrary power. For men were about to ‘be smashed’ (dioxpoao0¢évtag, 236), to
be annihilated (alotwoag, 232) like the mighty beings ruling before Zeus (151), victims of a
violence that knows no boundaries”. Be that as it may, Prometheus, alone among the gods,
dares to oppose Zeus’ plan, and ensures men'’s survival. He then proceeds to give them hope
and fire, the means whereby they can realise themselves under the tyranny of the new gods:

[TP. Ovntovg v’ émavoa un meodepkecOat HOQOV.
XO. 10 molov VWV TNOdE PAQUAKOV VOOOU;

ITP. tupAag év avtoig eATdAG KatKLoA.

XO. péy’ w@éAnua tovt’ edwonow PEoTolc.

I[TP. EOg Tolode HEVTOL TTUQ EYW OPLV WTACK
XO. kat VOV AOYWTIOV TV EXOVO EPNLEQOL;
ITP. &g’ o0 ye moAAAG ExpaOnoovtat téxvag.”

Before manifesting the plenitude of his benefits to mankind (442-506), Prometheus does not
boast but of two gifts, the blind hopes (TvpAac éAntidac) and the flaming fire (pAoywmov
ntoE). Here lies, in the inclusion of hope among Prometheus” benefits to mankind, a crowning
example of the way in which the tragedian has re-elaborated the Hesiodic material. For in the
Works and Days EAmic was given to men by Zeus, through Pandora, in order for them to
endure the illnesses (vovool, 102) befalling them “in silence (ovyn), because Zeus took their voice
[sc. of the maladies] away’ (104). Hope stands there at the very end of a process of decadence,
it represents its culmination. First came Pandora, who marks the beginning of a precarious
and ambiguous existence, then came Hope, defining trait of this condition. The tragedian,
instead, ignores Pandora and the jar, and presents hope as a remedy (paguakov), as the first
great benefit (Léy” wpéAnua) that Prometheus gives to mortals. A beneficent blindness, hope
is what keeps men from anticipating death (mpodépkecOat popov) and despairing of their
present life. The Hesiodic EAmtic, which was strictly associated to the punishment of men, is
now translated into a spiritual benefit that coincides with the genesis of civilization. It even

76 Prom. 736: “Don’t you think that the tyrant of the gods is equally violent to all (eic T dvTar)?”.

77 Prom. 248-254: ' Prom. 1 stopped men from seeing their death beforehand. Chor. How did you put a remedy
to that illness? Prom. Blind hopes I planted in them. Chor. That is a great benefit you gave to mortals. Prom.
Besides, I gave them fire. Chor. So, these ephemeral creatures now possess flaming fire? Prom. Indeed, and
from it they will learn many skills’.
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precedes fire itself, for no technical nor intellectual progress could be achieved were men not
able to ignore the limits inherent in their ephemeral condition. Without hope, the advantages
of fire, ‘teacher of every craft’ (01d&okaAog texvng maong, 110-111) would soon be lost.

The Hesiodic legends on men’s fall (the myth of Prometheus and that of the five races) are
constantly evoked in the Prometheus Bound, and yet the drama presents a radically different
image of the impact of Prometheus on human life. The intervention of the Titan coincides in
fact with the moment in which men come up from their primitive condition into the state of
civilization. In his speech on the arts (442-506), the god offers an astonishing list of all the
téxvau that he has taught to human beings: writing, astronomy, farming, sailing, medicine,
divination. Prometheus’ benefits to mankind extend to every field of human activity, but it
cannot be a mere coincidence that his list culminates with metallurgy. This was, after all, the
téxvn to which Prometheus, along with Hephaestus and Athena, was traditionally
associated in the Attic cult’®. But there is another reason, which relates to the symbolic
relationship between this specific activity and Hesiod’s world-view as expressed in his two
myths on men’s decadence. Metallurgy signifies in fact the capacity to uncover ‘“what is
hidden below the earth’ (€évepOe d¢ xOovog kexouupéva, 500-501), that is, to find out what
Hesiod’s gods keep hidden away because of Prometheus’ transgression (koupavteg, WD
42)7. Besides, metals symbolised, in the Works and Days, the successive stages of a moral and
material decline, each of them inferior to the preceding one: gold, silver, bronze and finally
iron. The defining aspect of the Promethean man is instead this, that each discovery is an
improvement of what had been previously achieved:

XOAKOV, 0ldnEoV, AQYLEOV XQUOOV TE, TiG
pnoetev av mapolBev éEevpety Epou;®

Bronze, iron, silver and gold. The list is symmetrically opposed to the Hesiodic succession
of metal races, except that bronze, and not iron, stands at its beginning. But even this detail
can be put in relationship with the positive image of the human condition elaborated in the
speech on the arts. Bronze, in fact, stands generally for the ability to transform a given
material into an artefact: it is somehow representative of t¢éxvn itself, which is why it must
precede iron. What bronze embodies is the capacity to apply one’s intelligence to gain mastery
over the surrounding reality: this is the basis of civilization, this is what enables men to
constantly improve their technical and cognitive faculties.

78 See Cerri, 1975:48-49; Griffith, 1983:85 n. ad 14; Vernant, 1985:263-265 and Reinhardt, 1991:60-62.

7 Even the fact that metallurgy is preceded by sacrifice (496-499) can be understood as a reversal of the
Theogony. Prometheus’ sacrifice trick at Mekone (535 ff., see above) caused the ontological differentiation
between gods and men, while here the institution of sacrifice is a gift: it enables men to establish a contact with
the gods despite their ontological distance. Cf. Plato’s Protagoras, 322a: &vBowTog Oelag petéoxe poioag.

80 Prom. 500-503: ‘bronze, iron, silver and gold, who would claim to have discovered them before me?’.
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Old questions, new answers

In this chapter, we have observed a process of ‘vertical anchoring’, whereby a familiar
heritage of the past, the Hesiodic myths of Prometheus, is used as a model toward the
development of an innovative dramatic project®’. But at this point, once this heritage has been
discussed and related to the Prometheus Bound, a further question arises, which touches upon
Aeschylus” approach to the traditional material. It is true that Aeschylus engages constantly
with the issues raised by the Theogony (the relationship between Prometheus and Zeus’
power) and the Works and Days (the human condition), but his intellectual concerns are
foreign to the spirit of Hesiod’s poems. What are, then, the notions and critical tools that
enabled the tragedian to re-elaborate so radically the traditional myths? The answer lies in his
complex engagement with the intellectual movements of fifth century Greece, with those
notions, more specifically, that we now group under the label of “pre-Socratic philosophy’. It
is my aim to bring this engagement to light, so to reveal a fundamental dimension of the text
that can only be defined as a critical response to the wider cultural context in which the
Prometheus Bound took shape.

81 See Sluiter, 2017:21 ff.
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Knowledge and civilisation

The Prometheus Bound between Hesiod and the pre-Socratics

‘Considera un poco se la tua sentenza sul genere
umano fosse pitl vera acconciandola in questa
forma: cioé dicendo che esso ¢ veramente sommo
tra i generi, come tu pensi ma Sommo
nell’ imperfezione piuttosto che nella perfezione.’

Leopardi, La Scommessa di Prometeo

The long speech on human civilization that occupies the central part of the drama (442-
506) is certainly one of the most striking and original features of the Prometheus Bound. Such
originality has often been taken as the clearest sign that Aeschylus could by no means be
the author of the drama?®. Since a systematic speculation on human civilization only started
in the second half of the fifth century, the argument goes, the discourse elaborated by
Prometheus must be the product of a late fifth century author more familiar than Aeschylus
could possibly be with the Sophists” ideas on progress®. For others, on the contrary, “the
speech is decidedly archaic and pretty evidently pre-sophistic’®*. The key question, when debating
this issue, is the following: can we reduce the character of Prometheus to a merely symbolic
function, and thus attribute to the tragedian a rationalistic approach to traditional myth? In
other words, can we read the speech on the arts as an allegorical hymn to human
intelligence?

L. Is Prometheus a sophist?

The assumption that the central section of the drama elaborates a purely symbolical
representation of human intelligence mainly rests on texts other than the Prometheus Bound.
First of all, on the Prometheus” myth narrated in Plato’s Protagoras, which seems to preserve
ideas elaborated by Protagoras himself (fl. ca. 440 BCE)* in a lost treatise On the State of
Things in the Beginning (Ilepl tng &v apxn kataotaoewc)’. Although it is impossible to
determine to what extent the contents of Plato’s dialogue reflect those of Protagoras’ treatise,
it can be safely assumed that this thinker expressed, somewhere in the mid fifth century,
specific ideas on human progress and civilization®. Griffith, an enthusiast advocate of the
non-Aeschylean authorship of the Prometheus, claims that the tragic poet has been

82 For an overview on this issue, see Conacher, 1980:82-97 and Said, 1985:138-154.

83 Griffith, 1977:217-221. See also West, 1979:147.

84 Dodds, 1973a:5. See also Reinhardt, 1991:72; Said, 1985:146-152 and Judet de La Combe, 2010:255 n. 31.
8 For the chronology of the author, see the introduction to Protagoras’ fragments in EGP VIIL, 31.

86 EGP VIII, 31, D1.

87 See Dodds, 1973a:9, Khan, 1981:98 n.11 and Morgan, 2009:132-154.
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influenced by this or a similar account on human progress®, and thus places the drama in
the second part of the fifth century. His idea is that the tragedian follows Protagoras in
presenting the discourse on human civilization as a display speech (¢mtidet&ic)® elaborated
in the form of a pvBoc whose defining features — the role of fire and Prometheus — are
consciously used as a symbolical representation of human intelligence. The symbolical
interpretation of the Prometheus Bound has also been justified by later usages of the
Prometheus” myth, in which the symbolism becomes explicit. Among the scholia vetera on
the drama, a line has been preserved from a comedy by the poet Plato (5"-4" century)
entitled, eloquently enough, The Sophists, where it is said that “Prometheus is in fact the human
mind®°. Fire, as another ancient commentator has it, would then signify the ‘knowledge
acquirable through activity’®'. It is the same allegorical procedures which Griffith attributes
to the author of the Prometheus Bound, for whom Prometheus would represent an icon of the
new rationalistic culture promoted by the Sophists. The fact that the god is addressed twice
as 0o@LoTig (62, 944) in a derogatory sense — as attested, inter alia, in Aristophanes’ Clouds
(331, 1111) - has been taken as a further proof of the influence exerted on the dramatist by
the philosophical movements of late fifth century Greece®>. None of these claims, however,
stand up to scrutiny. I will briefly resume here the reasons why this is so.

The speech on the arts: interpretative issues

Let us start by saying that the word coguotc does carry, in the Prometheus Bound, a
pejorative sense (i.e. ‘quibbler’, “‘cheat’). It is then legitimate to consider Prometheus “the first
sophist of Greek literature’®®, provided we do not attach to this word the connotations it will
take up from Plato onwards®. The word, in fact, carries a negative overtone because in both
instances it is pronounced by the opponents of Prometheus (at 62 by Kratos, at 944 by
Hermes), and not because it relates to the historical activity of the thinkers known as
‘Sophists”: cogotr|g points to the devious cunning attributed by Zeus’ agents to
Prometheus. He is called ‘sophist” not only because he has tricked Zeus, but also because he
knows a prophecy that makes the tyrant vulnerable: cogpiopata are in fact the arts that
Prometheus gives to men against Zeus’ will®, co@loua is the secret that will one day cause
the tyrant to fall*®.

88 Griffith, 1983:4.

8 See ibid.:164 n. ad 443-444. Cf. Plato, Protagoras 320 c: émwdelEw.

% Schol. 120d: TToopnBevg ya éotv dvOewmols 6 voug.

91 Schol. 120c: 1} Yv@o1s dx 16 dEACTIQLOV.

92 Griffith, 1983: n. ad 62. Cf. also Griffith, 1977:221.

9 Said, 1985:12.

9 See Groeneboom, 1928:97 n. ad 61-62; Cerri, 1975:93 and Adan, 1999:12-13.
9 Prom. 459, 470.

% Prom. 1011.
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As to the relationship between the Prometheus Bound and Plato’s Protagoras, it has been
shown that the distance between the two texts is much more significant than the alleged
proximity between them. First, because the tragedian betrays no interests in marking
different stages of civilization, as it is instead the case in the Protagoras and in other accounts
of human progress elaborated in the second half of the fifth century®”. Only two moments
are posited in the drama, a ‘before” and an ‘after’: that is, a “beginning’ (mowta, 447) going
on ‘until’ (éote, 457) Prometheus intervened. The speech on the art is, from this point of
view, much closer to Hesiod than to the late fifth century discourses. For the intervention of
the Titan does not imply a gradual but a sudden change, which is negative in Hesiod, but
positive in the Prometheus Bound.

Different from ‘Protagoras’ is also the role assigned to Prometheus himself. In Plato’s
dialogue, the god acts as an intermediary: he provides men with the resources necessary to
their survival, and then disappears. At this point man takes over, and builds civilization
through his own rational efforts (321e-322a). The Prometheus of drama, instead, is a Towtog
e0eTNg, a culture-god who identifies himself with the totality of the arts:

niaoat téxvat Beotoloty ek [Tooun0éwa.”

The dramatist presents as the gifts of Prometheus what Protagoras will present as the
gradual achievements of civilized life. The god of the play, like in the Platonic myth, saves
mortals and gives them reason (i.e. voug and @onv, 444), but then also shows®”, reveals!®
and defines!® every practical application of such reason. An explicit expression of men’s
own rational effort is nowhere to be found in the drama. Even the claim that men will learn
by themselves many arts from fire (254) is an isolated episode within a play in which men
systematically appear as the passive recipients of divine actions. After all, the invention that
Prometheus describes at greatest length is divination (pavtikr), 484-495), the art that more
than any other goes beyond the realm of human understanding and power!®. Divination is
not only related to Prometheus” prophetical knowledge, whereby the god blackmails Zeus
and teaches men how to know ‘“what will really happen’ (&t xor) O yevéoOa, 485-485). It is
also a prophecy that leads Inachus to expel the daughter Io from his house, so to keep his
entire family from being destroyed by Zeus’ thunder (669-673). What the prophecy
emphasizes is, indeed, the human helplessness in front of the divine!®. In sum, the spirit of
the play is quite far from the anthropological views reflected in Plato’s Protagoras (or, for

97 See Dodds, 1973a:4-10, Said, 1985:140-150 and Reinhardt, 1991:71. In the Protagoras, the different stages of
civilization are signalled by different temporal adverbs: émeidn (322 a), mowtov (322 a), émerta (322 a), etc.

9% Prom. 506: “All the skills of mortals come from Prometheus’.

99 £detEax 458, 482; éyvaploa 487; éEwppatwon, 499.

100 eppiokewv/eEevplokery 460, 468, 469, 475, 503.

101 ¢grotxtoa, 484; diwoioa; 489.

102 Cf, Griffith, 1983:173-174 n. ad 484-490.

103 Prom. 671-672: dikovoav dkwv, AN’ Emnvdryalé viv/ALog XaAvog Teog Plorv meaooely Tdde.
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instance, in the fragments of Archelaus and Democritus'®) where the emphasis is put on
men’s intellectual and technical faculties'®.

In fact, we cannot expect to find in the Prometheus Bound the clear line between sacred and
secular, between divine and human, that is drawn instead in Plato’s dialogue. In Greek
tragedy, and most markedly in our tragedy, gods and men are part of the same history and
constantly interact with each other. Prometheus is bound ‘because of his excessive love for
mortals’ (dwx TV Alav puAotnTa Beotwy, 123), and it is a mortal who will eventually release
him: Heracles, who descends from the lineage issued by the union between the mortal Io and
Zeus. In this interaction lies the very essence of drama, in the paradoxical situations that the
encounter between gods and men produces!®. It remains, however, that the human beings of
the Prometheus Bound are never agents, but only instruments whereby Prometheus and Zeus
realize their individuality by opposing themselves to each other. The truth, in fact, is that a
scission has been declared between the two gods, and this scission becomes universal: it
extends into the human reality and gives it a specific shape. Once more, the scheme adopted
in our drama is closer to Hesiod than to the Sophists.

There also lies a remarkable distance between the mavtéxvov muvoog (7) of drama and
the v évtexvov copiav ovv muot (321d) of the Protagoras. Although fire stands in both
works in a symbolic relationship to the téxvai, the distinction between the materiality of
fire and the usage of fire is absent in the first case, but carefully drawn in the latter. The
relationship between fire and téxvn in our drama is not metaphorical (as it is for Plato,
where fire clearly stands for something else) but metonymic, in that the instrument overlaps
with the arts deriving from it: this type of link between art and instrument, between cause
and effect, constitutes a defining trait of the archaic or at least pre-sophistic thought!®.
Moreover, we need not forget that fire, which later authors will identify with human reason,
is in our drama a prerogative of the gods, more specifically of Hephaestus'®. The ‘flaming
fire’ (pAoywmov mog, 253) that Prometheus gives to men stands for a know-how that is
essentially divine: man cannot master but with the help of a god. pAoywna onuata are also
the oracular signs of a divine reality, of a reality, in other words, that only the Titan's
interpretation can make manifest. All this is to say that Prometheus’ speech on the arts
cannot be taken as a symbolical representation of human intelligence, because this would
forge poetical and intellectual specificities that cannot belong to the author of our play.

104 Cf. Khan, 1981.

105 et us also remember that the téAoc of Protagoras’ story is the establishment of political life, while our
drama explores the consequences of the absence of any form of shared legality. If we assume that the myth
narrated in the Protagoras is to some extent compliant with the Prometheus Bound, it will be for Zeus — once the
re-conciliation with Prometheus is achieved - to endow mankind with aidwg and dikn: that is, with the ToAitik)
téxvn). See above, n. 74. Cf. also Lloyd-Jones, 1971:102 and Conacher, 1980:92.

106 Cf. Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, 1972-1986 (II):101-105 and Judet de La Combe, 2010:41-45.

107 See Said, 1985:146-147.

108 See Prom. 7, 30, 252-253.
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Philosophy onstage

Protagoras himself, in the Platonic dialogue, draws an equivalence between A6yog and
nvBog (320c) (i.e. between myth and philosophy), inviting his interlocutors to translate in
abstract terms the fictional representation of human intelligence. No trace of such distinction
can be found in the Prometheus Bound, where “abstract’ and ‘fictional’ are the indivisible
aspects of the same dramatic whole. Contrasting significances interlock, contradict and
reinforce each other in the drama, and this, in the end, defeats the allegorical intention. Here
lies the essential difference between the discourse of Protagoras and the play. The first
elaborates, through the figurative language of myth, an objective theory on civilization; the
latter explores instead the relationship between theory and the individuals who take part in
its dramatic representation. A purely symbolical interpretation of Prometheus” inventions
would then keep us from grasping the tension, inherent in tragedy, between the theoretical
content, which aims at generalizing, and the characters who appropriate this content to
narrate their own story. Prometheus, to whom we owe the elaboration of the discourse on
the arts, is only secondarily concerned with the nature of human civilization. His discourse
relates in fact to a gone past (akovoarte, 443), and helps shedding a light on the events
unfolding now, onstage. The speech on the arts, in other words, provides the Titan with a
medium to dramatize his own situation, the aporia provoked by his act of heroism:

TOLXVTA UNXAVIUAT EEEVOWV TAANG
PooTolotv avtog ovk EXw oo’ OTw
¢ VOV TQOVOT|G TNUOVTG ATtaAA oy .

What emerges from Prometheus’ speech on civilization is not a specific picture of human
reality, but the paradox implied by this reality, which in the end is the paradox of
Prometheus himself. The god who has given such great devices (TowxvTta punxavnuata) to
human beings ignores the mean (c6@iopa) whereby he could escape his bonds. He is a sick
doctor (472-475), an imprisoned liberator who pays the gift of thought to human beings
(poevwv EmnpPoAovg, 444) with the loss of his own wits (dmoogaldeic @oevwv, 472).
Prometheus’ affirmation of the power of the arts, in sum, overlaps and clashes with the
painful representation of their inherent weakness. In this way, the reflection on human
civilization retains its significance while being at the same time questioned by the individual
who elaborates this reflection. The abstract notion is in fact part of the heterogeneous
cultural material adjusted by the playwright to his own needs of representation. When
brought onstage, it becomes an expressive tool. Once this defining feature of Greek drama
is recognized, it becomes clear that the task of the interpreter is not to isolate the
philosophical concept, but rather to investigate its tragic effects. For there is always a specific

109 Prom. 469-471:" Despite having invented such contrivances for mortals, I myself am wretched, knowing no
trick to escape my present agony’.
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dramatic context in which the philosophical notion is used, and only within this context its
meaning can be fully grasped.

To be sure, it was the author of the Prometheus Bound who paved the way for a purely
symbolical elaboration of the myth, to the extent that he was the first to credit Prometheus
with all the arts of civilization and suggest a functional equivalence between the god (506)
and the rational use of fire (254). The speech of Prometheus undoubtedly betrays the
engagement with contemporary philosophical ideas, but also reveals an intellectual and
artistic attitude that has little in common with the late fifth 7century rationalistic odes to
human genius. Rather, it anticipates the Sophists, providing them with a poetical model for
their explicit theories on human culture!"°.

This means we must look elsewhere for the philosophical sources of our drama. With
very few exceptions!!!, no attempt has been done to compare the speech on the arts with the
material of the pre-Socratics, of which our drama bears an unquestionable mark, conceptual
and literary at once. The next pages will be devoted to proving the validity of this claim.

IL. Prometheus among the Ionians

Xenophanes (570/560 — 480/470 BCE), the poet-philosopher from Colophon, was the first
to articulate in most clear terms the idea of human progress:

ovTOL ATt AQXNG TdvTa Oeol Ovnrolo” VTtédelEay,
AAAQ X00V@ CNTOVVTEG EQEVOLOKOVOLY K LELVOV. 12

These verses, based on the opposition between divine disclosures (UtédeiEav) and human
inquiry (Cntovvteg), have long been regarded as a source for Prometheus’ speech on the
arts'3: let us consider in more detail the relationship between the two texts.

Myth and Time

One aspect of the continuity between the drama and Xenophanes’ fragment should be
highlighted at first, namely that both represent an answer to Hesiod’s claim that “the gods
keep the resources of life hidden away from men’ (WD 42). For the author of the Works and Days,
as we have seen above, the human condition is the result of a material and moral decline that

110 Cf. Capizzi, 1982:125 and Judet de La Combe, 2010:255 n.31.

11 Adan, 1999 and Irby-Massie, 2008:138-143. Cf. above, n. 27.

112 EGP 11, 8, D53:" Indeed not from the start did the gods indicate all things to mortals, but as they search in
time they find something better’.

113 Dodds, 1973a:4-6 and Kahn, 1981:103-104. For the influence of Xenophanes’ monotheism on some of
Aeschylus’ descriptions of Zeus, cf. Rosler, 1970:14-15 and, more recently, Scapin, 2015:144 ff.
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has in the myth of Prometheus and in that of the five races its complementary representations.
But his pessimistic picture of the human condition cannot be any longer reconciled with the
results yielded by contemporary scientific inquiries, which prove that man does possess the
tools to improve his cognitive faculties and consequently his living conditions. Both the
tragedian and Xenophanes recognize in fact that men are rising and not falling, that they
will discover something better (Cntovvtec épevpiokovowy apetvov) and learn many arts
(¢expaOnoovrtat, Prom. 254). In this way, two forms of public wisdom — philosophy and
tragedy — converge, both embodying that critical attitude toward mythology that is a
fundamental trait of the early philosophical discussions. What brings the playwright close to
Xenophanes, in fact, is not just the content of his drama (i.e. a specific view on civilization),
but also the procedure whereby the language of myth is retained but at the same time
subjected to a critique that radically changes its original significance!!*. There is obviously a
significant difference in tone and scope between Xenophanes’ re-elaboration of epic language
and images - which aimed at substituting Homer’s and Hesiod’s authoritative views with his
own - and Aeschylus’ re-interpretation of the legend of Prometheus, which aimed at
producing a powerful tragedy. It is undeniable, nevertheless, that the two authors, as also
Parmenides and Empedocles, establish the same relationship with traditional mythology: on
the one hand, they explicitly challenge its language and contents with the tools provided by
the ongoing philosophical inquiries; on the other, they adopt that very language to anchor
their artistic and conceptual innovations.

It is significant, in this sense, that the first invention mentioned by Prometheus is
astronomy, the capacity to discern the rising and setting of the stars
(dvtoAag...aotwv...0voels, 457-458), to understand the logic underlying their cyclical
alternation. The observation of the sky was not just a major trend in Ionian science, but in a
broader sense it was one of the founding disciplines of the intellectual tradition that from
Ionia - that is, from the researches mept pUoewg of Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes —
gradually spread out into the whole of Greece and questioned the world-views elaborated
by the archaic poets's. But the tragedian is also describing, by alluding to the cyclical
alternation of night and day, what Xenophanes expresses in a single word: xo6vw, or the
temporal frame within which men’s existence unfolds. A whole new conception of human
history lies in this compositional gesture, which is based on the positive causal relationship
between the regular flow of time and the progressive accumulation of scientific knowledge.
By the time when the drama was shaped, the idea of a human history developing linearly had
in fact come to coexist with the notion of cyclicity, which figures prominently in the pre-
Socratic cosmologies. Anaximander conceived the order of nature as presided over by the
immutable ordinance of Time - xkata v ToL Xpovov ta&w'e. In Empedocles” doctrine,
similarly, the formula megimAopévolo xpovowo (‘within the circle of time’) indicates the

114 Cf. Mourelatos, 1970:39-41; Cerri, 1999:85-110; Morgan, 2000:46-88; Most, 2007 and Scapin, 2015:15-34.

115 See Adan, 1999:13 n. 14; Cerri, 1999:26-32 and Lesher, 2006:225-228. Xenophanes (D8-10) and Heraclitus
(D21-D25a) attacked vehemently Homer and Hesiod.

16 EGP 11, 6, D6. See Kahn, 1960:183-193.
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eternal cycle of Love and Strife, whose alternation is responsible for the life and death of all
mortal beings!'”. The notion of linear temporality that gradually established itself by the side
of the cyclical one is rooted in the epistemological assumptions elaborated by such thinkers
as Xenophanes, who believed that the natural world lays open to human discovery and will
reveal over time (x00vw) its most hidden secrets. Among the sayings attributed by Diogenes
Laertius to Thales, the legendary founder of the Ionian intellectual tradition, there is one
which runs thus:

COPTATOV XQOVOG' AVELRLOKEL YaQ TtavTo. 18

This sentence does not actually report Thales’ ipsissima verba, but rather echoes some kind
of proverb, a tomoc that we see reappearing in many different literary situations'”.
Prometheus himself, in our drama, answers Hermes with similar words:

AAA’ EkddAaoKeL TTAVO' O YNEATKWY X0V0G.12

In fact, the growing old (ynodokwv) of time refers here to the timeframe of divine history,
and to the lesson that Zeus will learn unless Prometheus is freed: the lesson of divine
punishment. But this increasing age is also that of man himself, ultimately acquiring some
knowledge (éxddoket) he previously lacked. In the Prometheus Bound, gods and men are
submitted to the same temporal laws, whence the overlap between the time of the cosmos
and the temporal frame of human existence. But this need not overshadow the tension,
emerging from our drama, between two concurring notions of temporality: on the one hand
the cyclical time of Nature (the regular alternation of night and days and the seasons; Prom.
454-458), on the other the linear notion of human history, essential feature of an
epistemological model based on the progressive acquisition of knowledge.

Such verbs as finding (eUpiokewv), searching (Cntetv), learning (pavOavewv) and
conjecturing’(texpaipeoOat), which are normally foreign to the poetic diction but common
in philosophical texts from the sixth century onwards, are recurrent in the Prometheus Bound:
this constitutes a further proof that the tragedian has re-elaborated the views on cultural
evolution elaborated in Ionia and circulating in continental Greece during his times'?'. At
the origin of such views lies the awareness that the accumulation of knowledge gained
through rational inquiry and direct observation (iotopin) is the conditio for any progress to

17 EGP 'V, 22, D73, 260. Cf. D94, 2.

118 EGP II, 5, P17c:’Time is the wisest thing, for it brings everything to light'.

119 For some examples, see Groeneboom, 1928:270 n. ad 981-985, Kahn, 1960:170 n. 4 and Romilly, 1968:33-58.
Cf. also EGP 11, 3, T10-13.

120 Prom. 9827 But time, as it grows old, teaches everything’.

121 See Herington, 1970:96-97 and Khan, 1981:103-105. On the scientific vocabulary of the Prometheus Bound, see
also Griffith, 1977:217-221 and Said, 1985:83-86.
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take place. Prometheus, whom Hesiod held responsible for men’s fall, is now an advocate
of the Ionian intellectual revolution.

The aim of knowledge

What we do not find in the Prometheus Bound, on the other hand, is Xenophanes” explicit
and precise distinction between the divine and the human sphere. The poet-philosopher
rejected the notion of divine revelation (oUtoL &’ doxng mavta Oeol Ovnroto” LTédelEav),
as well as the idea that gods communicate with men through a variety of signs'*: divination
was for him among the religious practices which keep mortals from achieving a rational
perception of reality’?®. Whatever men discover, Xenophanes claimed, must be the result of
their own investigation of the natural world. In the drama, each of these discoveries, including
divination, is instead presented as a gift of Prometheus. This choice is surely due to a specific
artistic purpose, since the playwright re-elaborated certain ideas on civilization, as seen
above, to define the dramatic character of Prometheus and his relationship with both men
and Zeus. But the difference between the two authors does not only depend on the structural
and poetic specificities of their respective works. Such difference, I argue, is mainly
epistemological. It is in fact clear that the author of the Prometheus Bound is tackling, with
the medium of his own dramatic language, a question laying at the heart of pre-Socratic
inquiries: what is the object of knowledge? And how can it be attained? It is equally clear,
as we shall see, that the ideas emerging from the play draw the dramatist much closer to
Heraclitus, Parmenides and Empedocles than to Xenophanes.

III.  The solitude of the philosopher

Unlike later pre-Socratics, who believed they had discerned the ultimate principle of the
physical world, Xenophanes denied the possibility for man to know the transcendent. He
stood firm in his empiricism, claiming that whatever lies beyond the range of the senses
cannot be made the object of objective knowledge (10 cagec). For experience alone is
reliable. Anything else is and will always be a mere conjecture (d0koc), a speculation with no
proven validity'?. Heraclitus harshly criticized this view, and devaluated the realm of
experience to the advantage of the supernatural dimension that encloses and governs it'?. To
the moAvpaOin of the empiricists the Ephesian opposed the power of vovg, assigning the
negative pole of the opposition ignorance/knowledge to the realm of physical beings. Opinion
is for him what rules over the sensible world. Parmenides radicalized this opposition,

122 See Lesher, 1992:154-155.

123 EGP 111, 8, D15a-b. Cf. D39.

124 EGP 111, 8, D49. See Frankel, 1974:127-131 and Lesher, 1992:155-169.
125 EGP I11, 9, D20.
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elaborating an ontological differentiation between the objective reality of Being and the
transitory world of coming-to-be, which is never equal to itself and therefore does not exist.
Understanding the cosmic order depends on wpiolg, on a rational discrimination between
what is and what is not - éotwv 1) ovk €omwv!?*. With these two thinkers, a different
philosophical approach emerges, which differentiates itself from Ionian iotopin and aims at
grasping the invisible principle immanent in the visible order of things'¥. For Heraclitus, the
sensible world cannot reveal 10 cagec, but only signs of a transcendent reality. Philosophy
must then involve the understanding of these signs. Just like an oracle, that the philosopher
must interpret to bridge the gap between the here and the beyond:

O ava& o0 TO HaVTEIOV €0TL TO €V AeA@olc oUTe Aéyel oUTE KQUTITEL AAAX
onuatver!

The oracular word (onuaivetr), which Xenophanes considered the hallmark of irrational
religious practices, is transformed by Heraclitus into the utterance of an intelligible power —
the Aoyoc - that manifests itself in the processes of the natural world. Similarly, Parmenides
put forth his doctrine as the revelation of a goddess who leads his pupil through the rational
interpretation of onjuata, the clues that bring “the man who knows’ (eldota pwtar, D1, 3)
beyond the realm of human existence and put him in front of Being'®’. Mystical initiation and
rational intuition: these are to some extent the equivalent paths toward a truth that is at once
human and divine, individual and universal®®.

These are, as well, the paths of knowledge merging in the personality of Prometheus,
divine being who stands in between the prophet who knows all things in advance (tavta
noovEemiotapat, 101) and the wise who recognizes through rational intuition
(Yryvawokovta, 104) the cosmic intentionality by which the whole of reality is governed:

TO TNG AVAYKNG 0T’ adnprtov c0évog.13!

Far from resembling an empiricist like Xenophanes or a cogotrg a la Protagoras, the
enchained god incarnates the defining traits of the pre-Socratic intellectual, of the co@dg
who knows, he alone, the unescapable (x-0wpdokw) force that binds the individual to the
totality of things'®. The speech on the arts, which has erroneously been regarded as an
exaltation of human intelligence, sheds light on a type of knowledge, embodied by

126 See EGP V, 19, D8, 20 ff.
127 Cf. Scapin, 2015:137-139 n.452.
128 EGP 111, 9, D41:"The lord whose oracle is in Delphi does not say nor hides, but gives signs’.

129 Cf. EGP, V, 19, D8, 7-8. Parmenides” orjuata have raised different interpretations. For Coxon (2009:314-317)
they represent the predicates of Being. For Cerri (1999:214,219; cf. Mourelatos, 1970:21,25 n.40), with whom
my reading agrees, orjuata are instead the compelling argumentations about the nature of Being.

130 Cf. Vlastos, 1952:97 ff.

131 Prom. 105 The force of Necessity is unescapable’.

132 Cf. Adan, 1999:16-18. Cf. Prom. 936: ol TQOOKLVOUVTEG TNV ADQACTELY COQOL.
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Prometheus himself, that clearly transcends the limitations of human understanding. The gift
of different theoretical and practical abilities (e.g. astronomy, mathematics, farming, cavalry,
sailing, medicine) is in fact followed by the art of divination (484-495), art that Prometheus
himself possesses qua son of Themis-Gaia. It is the Titan who teaches to men how to

communicate with the divine and observe it in its real essence:

[...] pAroywTx onpata
eEwppaTwoa mEOoOev OVT EmaQyepa.!®®

The traditional practice of divination is here presented as an act of spiritual cognition
(¢€wppdtwoa) whereby what is obscure (émdoyepa) becomes manifest. The art of
interpreting orjuata enables in fact to distinguish (€kouwva, 485) and discriminate (dwootoa,
489) what is real from what is not, what will happen from what will not. A deductive science,
it implies knowledge of the future through the present and the past, of the invisible through
the visible. In this sense, it forms a diptych with medicine, an art which Prometheus places
right before divination (479-483)!3%. The cognitive process implied by divination and
medicine is enacted in the dialogue between Io and Prometheus, between the suffering
human being and the foresighted doctor. The son of Themis-Gaia narrates to Io her past and
tuture wanderings, proving her (onuetd ool tad’ €oti, 842) that his ¢or)v, his intellect “sees
more than what is manifest’ (dé¢oretal MAEov TL TOUL Tepaopévov, 843). But Prometheus’
prophecy is also a medical prognosis, whereby Io can know in advance the afflictions
awaiting her. The language of the gods, which before was ‘darkly obscure’ (corjpovg
dvokpltwe, 662), finally acquires its significance and thus becomes a remedy against the
sickness of human existence:

A€y, ExdldaOKE" TOIG VOOOUOL TOL YAUKD
0 AoLmoV AAyog meov&entiotacOat toowe.!®

In the encounter with the divine, the human condition is surpassed, and the possibility is
given to the individual to partake, despite his mortality, of a supernatural truth about what
is unknown to the common man. Knowledge, or the power to attain it, is in fact the remedy
against the maladies inherent in human existence!®.

133 Prom. 499-500:"1 opened their eyes to the signs of flame, which before were obscure’.

134 Cf. EGP VI, 29, T14 (= Hippocrates, Regimen I, 12)’Such is divination: it recognizes the invisible in the visible,
and the visible in the invisible, and what will be in what is’. See also Said, 1985:192-195.

135 Prom. 698-699:"Speak, teach me everything! For it is pleasant, for the sick ones, to have a clear knowledge of
the affliction that remains to be suffered’.

136 An interesting parallel is the thaumaturgical doctrine of Empedocles, as presented in EGP V, 22, D43, 1-2:
"The remedies for evils (paguaa...kak@v), as many as there are, and cure against old age, these you will
learn, since for you alone I will accomplish all this’. Cf. Prom. 476-482, and Irby-Massie, 2008:140-141.
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IV.  Thought and sensations

The very first gifts of Prometheus to mankind are not practical skills, but voug and ¢or)v
(évvoug €0nka katl poevwv emmnpBoAovg, 444), the cognitive faculties that enable men to
understand the surrounding world. The same terms had already been brought together by
Heraclitus (fl. 510-490 BC)"” a few decades before the dramatist, to show the lack of
understanding - Tic avt@v voog 1) ponV;'*# - of those who perpetuate ignorance by taking
the poets (i.e. Homer and Hesiod) and the mass as their leaders. Neither the tragedian nor
Heraclitus seem to be drawing a sharp semantic distinction between the two terms!*. The
function of the juxtaposition of vouvg and @on|v is for both mainly emphatic. In Heraclitus’
fragment it stresses what men lack, in the Prometheus Bound what they possess thanks to
Prometheus, namely the faculty of thought, the fundamental instrument to grasp the
essence of things. The Titan himself describes his intervention as producing a shift from
mental infancy (vntiovg, 443) to rational thinking (poovetv/voeiv). This is precisely what
the pre-Socratics — not only Heraclitus, but also Parmenides and Empedocles - aimed to
achieve, presenting their doctrines as the remedy against men’s lack of insight. Like these
thinkers, Prometheus teaches to men the capacity to re-elaborate rationally (vow) the
manifold manifestations of reality, which at first were unintelligible to them:

ol mpwta pev BAEmovteg €BAemov Ay,
KAVOVTEC OUK 1IKOVOV, AAA’ OVELRATWYV
AALYKIOL HOQ@ALOL TOV HAKQOV [Blov
£€puoov ekt mavta [...].14

At first, men used to behave irrationally, as if caught in a perennial oneiric state (0Ovelpatwv
aAtykiot pop@atiot), unable of elaborating coherent thoughts because of their failure in the
exercise of the senses. Now, the tragedian’s description of human ignorance in terms of
blindness and deafness is not an isolated episode in the literature of the early fifth century,
but is prepared and reiterated by previous and near-contemporary philosophical voices. The
tirst is that of Heraclitus, who described men’s lack of understanding with words that are
strikingly similar to those of Prometheus:

137 See Kahn, 1979:1-3. The resemblances between Heraclitus and Aeschylus have long been noticed: cf.
Reinhardt, 1991:250; Adan, 1999; 19 ff.; Seaford, 2012; Judet de La Combe, 2010:254-255, 268; Irby-Massie,
2008:151-157 and Scapin, 2015.

138 EGP II1, 9, D10.

139 For Heraclitus, see Kahn, 1979:175 and Diano, 2001:169-170.

140 For the contrast between mental infancy and rationality, cf. Empedocles (EGP V, 22, D51).

141 Prom. 447-450:" At the beginning they looked but saw in vain, they listened but could not hear, but for the
length of their lives they did everything at random, just like the figures of dreams’.
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ToUG O¢ AAAOLG AvORWToUS AavOdvel Okdoa £yeQO€vTeg TTOLOVOLY, OKWOTIEQ
okdoa eVdovTEC ETUAaVOAVOVTAL

aEVVETOL AKOVOAVTEG KWPOLOoV €olkaat [...].14?

The relationship that the god establishes between himself and human beings in the drama is
the same as the one established by Heraclitus with other men (tovg d¢ &AAovg avOpwmovg)
whom he regards as sleepwalkers: he observes men’s aimless (eikr), 450) wandering, and
points to their perceptual ineffectiveness. Prometheus” and Heraclitus” descriptions of human
life are in fact the voices of the cogog who alienates himself from the mass and is thus able to
give a universal tone to his negative characterization of human behaviour. The dramatic
solitude of Prometheus, in other words, is also a symbol of the distance between the
individual who knows things as they really are and the common man who is precluded from
such a knowledge. As the metaphysical travel of Parmenides will bring the Eleatic on a road
that is “removed from the path of men’ (&1’ avOpwTWV €ktOg Aatov, D4, 27), so is the Titan
bound at the end of the world in ‘a wilderness without men’ (dfootov eig éonuiav, 2; cf. Twd’
amavOpwnw Tdyw, 20). What Pausanias will learn from Empedocles, similarly, will endow
him with a superhuman knowledge about the constitutive powers of the cosmos: ‘never has
human intelligence elevated itself further’ (o0 TAelOV ye PBooteln pntic 0pweev, D42, 9). In the
drama as in these passages, the physical isolation is synonym, inter alia, with the epistemic
distance that separates the privileged individual from the rest of mankind.

In fact, Prometheus describes human life in epistemic terms, in terms of a failure to grasp
the essential relationship between the sensible world and its underlying structure. Pre-
Promethean men were deaf (kAvovteg oV 1jkovov) and blind (BAémovtec éBAeTov paTnv)
because they lacked voug and thus could not grasp the invisible yet rational principle that
manifests itself as a universal pattern of experience:

KAKOL HAQTLEES avOpwmoloy o@BaAuol kal wta PagPdagove Ppuxag
EXOVTWV.14

In order for perception to become cognition, Heraclitus says here, men need not have
barbarian souls (Bagpdoovg Ppuvxac). This means they must be able to understand the
relevant language, i.e. the A0yog that nature speaks to them. In other words, the information
gained in sense perception, through sight (0pOaApot) and hearing (wta), cannot alone
provide the means to understand the cosmos: it requires to be ‘translated” in rational, non-

142 EGP III, 9, D1:But other men forget what they do when awake, just as they forget what they do when
asleep’. EGP 111, 9, D4:"They hear but do not understand, similar to deaf’.
143 EGP 111, 9, D33:"Bad witnesses are for men the eyes and ears of those who possess barbarian souls’.
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referential terms'#. Parmenides echoes Heraclitus when he has the goddess labelling his
contemporaries as ‘deaf and blind alike, bewildered, people without judgment’ (kw@ot OGS TVPAOL
te, TeONMOTES, AKQLITA PUAR)S, polemic allusion to those who rely on their senses alone. For
this approach, which aims at the accumulation of empirical knowledge (¢6oc moAvmeoy,
DS, 3), leads inevitably to fallacious conclusions: to believe that “what is not” can be - etvat pr)
¢ovta (D8, 1): such is the communis opinio of mortals. Or, even worse, it can lead to a third
way, namely to suppose that the one and same thing can both be and not be what it is, as
maintained by certain schools of thought!4. The exhortation of the goddess to the Eleatic
thinker goes exactly in the opposite direction, toward the way of investigation (600¢ d1lrjo10¢,
D6, 2) that alone is thinkable, the one that ‘is’, and that can only be understood through mental
reasoning (kotva d¢ A0yw, D8, 5). Similarly, the first of Prometheus” inventions following the
gift of thought is the capacity to understand a physical phenomenon (i.e. the rising and setting
of the stars) that is ‘difficult to discern” (dvowpitovg, 458) because it requires an interpretation
that must not involve positing two contradicting causes. For this is how men, as we read in
Parmenides’ fragment, ‘have gone astray’ (memAavnuévour eiotv, D8, 59), by dividing
(exotvavro, ibid. 60) light and darkness, which are in fact the same phenomenon, into opposite
ontological figures. Human error lies in the purely perceptual interpretation of reality, which
leads the mind astray (mAayxtov voov, D7, 6)*” by inducing it to separate physical entities
from their real essence.

In the same way, pre-Promethean men lived randomly and ‘did everything without any set
purpose’ (tep yvwung, 456)4, for they had no concept of time nor any ‘reliable indication’
(téxpao...BéPaiov) of the rhythm of the seasons (454-458). In other words, they were unable
to understand the principle ordering the cyclical alternation of night and day and, in a
broader sense, the regularity of the cosmos. Attention should be drawn here to the presence
of the adjective BéPBaiog, which conveys the idea of stability, trustworthiness and
objectivity!'¥. The earliest occurrence of any form of this word is found in Parmenides!*:

144 On the substantial difference between sensation and knowledge, see Alemaeon (EGP V, 23, D11): [...] &g
€teQov OV TO @oovelv kal alofaveoBat [...]; cf. also the following line of Epicharmus (mentioned in the
scholia to the Prometheus Bound, 439a, 447 = EGP IX, 43, T2): voug 00T) Kol vVOUG AkOVEL TAAAX KW@X Kot TUQAQ.
145 EGP V, 19, D7, 7. Cf. Empedocles’ exhortation to his disciple (EGP V, 22, D73, 252: v [sc. puAotnta] ov
VO déQKEL, UNd’ STy OO0 TeONMWC).

146 EGPV, 19, D7, 8-9: oig 10 éAewv Te kal oVk eival Ta0TOV VevopLotatl/koL tavtov. This passage is specifically
directed against Heraclitus and his followers, see Cerri, 1999:205-209. On the relationship between the two
thinkers, see Mourelatos, 1970:240, 260-261; Cerri, 1999:40-49 and Coxon, 2009:18-20.

147 Capizzi, 1982:125-127 has observed that the adjective Aayrtdc with the meaning of “wandering’ appears
for the first time in Aeschylus’ Persae (277) — cf. Prom. BaAaocodémAaykta, 467; tnAémAayktor, 575.
Parmenides’ mAayktov might derive from the dramatist: if anything, this parallelism represents a resonance
of the poetical and intellectual milieu shared by the two poets.

us Cf. EGP 111, 9, D74: 00¢ yap avOpdmelov pév ovk Exel yvaopag, Oetov d¢ Exel

149 Cf. also Prom. 297.

150 Coxon, 2009:306.
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Aevooe O OpWG ameOVTa VO maQeovta PePatwc.!!

The implicit contrast is again between perceptual and intellectual (vow) vision. The first
focuses on what is erroneously believed to be present. The latter, on the contrary, gives an
immediate and objective (BeBalwc) awareness of the absent things (dmedvta): it brings them
before us as if they were present (mageovta). Likewise, Prometheus presents the shift toward
rational thinking in the form of an opposition between random action and capacity to live in
accordance with objective principles of reality.

Parmenides contrasts intellectual power with the “eye that does not see’ (kowkomov oppa, DS,
4) and the ‘deafened ear” (1)xrjecoav axouvn)y, ibid.). These are in fact the symbols of a research
that, being focused on the ever-changing reality of sensible objects, is constantly deprived of
the identity with its supposed referent: it is likely that Xenophanes, whose empiricism was
already criticised by Heraclitus, is among Parmenides’ polemical targets'>. What is implied
by these thinkers, however, is not that the senses are valueless, but rather that they are only
useful as an adjunct to the mind. Human beings cannot escape the spatio-temporal frame in
which their existence unfolds, but the correct exercise of voug will enable them to reduce
the plurality of physical beings to an objective principle of unity. Empedocles, who insisted
at greater length than his predecessors on the fundamental coordination between sensible
perception and intellectual intuition'*®, advises his disciple Pausanias (and us) on this
epistemological principle:

AN &y’ &Opet taon maAdur, T dNAov Ekaotov,
unte v’ OPv €xwv miotel TAEOV 1) kKat AKOLT|V
1 AKOTV €QLOOVTIOV VTTEQ TOAVWHATA YAWOOTG,
H1TE TL TV AAAWV, OTIOOT) TOQOG €0TL VON|oaL,
Yuiwv Tty €ouke, voeL 0 1) dNAov ékaoTov.!>

Through a progression carefully built on symmetry, the poet describes the process wherein
the sensorial act (&Oop¢t... 1) dnAov ékaotov) becomes an act of cognition (voet 07 1) dOnAov
éicaotov)!. The idea underlying this fragment is that the body can be an instrument of
knowledge, provided that all its perceptual faculties (tcxor) maAapr)) are coordinated to
each other in a synesthetic effort. In fact, the exhortation to ‘observe’ (¢0opet) the physical
reality encompasses, under the privileged faculty of vision, the sensorial experience in all its

151 EGP V, 19, D10, 17 Gaze on absent yet present things with your mind, steadily’.

152 Coxon, 2009:305.

153 See Iribarren, 2017:111-116.

154 EGP V, 22, D44:'But come, observe with every palm how each thing appears, without holding more trust in
a visual than in an auditory perception, nor preferring a resonating sound over the utterances of the tongue.
Do no withhold your trust from any of the other limbs, however narrow is the path they afford to intelligence,
but know in whatever way each evident thing’.

155 The same progression from senses to thought appears in D42, 7-8: 00twg ovT émdegrtax tdd dvdodov oUT
EToOVOTA/O0UTE VO TIEQUANTITA.
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different aspects: sight (0ywv), hearing (axkourjv) and every other sense (Tt TV
AAAwV... yviwv) must come together to provide the intelligence (vorjoat) with a clear (drjAov)
vision of the essential constitution of each (éxaotov) thing. In this way, the different
manifestations of reality can be gathered in thought into a single objective whole.

V. Conclusion: drama against philosophy

Each of the different conceptions of knowledge elaborated by the pre-Socratics finds its
place in Prometheus” speech on the arts: empirical observation of reality (Xenophanes),
correct exercise of the senses (Empedocles), rational and intellectual intuition (Heraclitus
and Parmenides). This is the miracle claimed by the Titan, to have elevated mortals above
their inherent impuissance (cf. 248-251), enabling them to understand reality in both its
empirical and transcendent dimension. And yet such claim is immediately contradicted by
the scenic reality, for the image imposed by the dramatist is that of a doctor who cannot cure
himself (472-475) and cannot receive any help from his patients. The victim of his own
knowledge, Prometheus can only realize that his effort on behalf of man has proved useless.
His personal drama, the Oceanids observe, is the drama of human life itself:

Tic Epapepiwv aEnets; ovd’ edeExOMNC
OALyodpaviay AKIKLV LOOVELQOV, & TO PWTWV
AAQOV YEVOG EUTETODLOUEVOV; OUTIOTE

tav Aog apuoviav Ovatwv nage&laot PovAat.ls

While the speech on the arts illustrates the power of Prometheus” téxvn through the re-
elaboration of pre-Socratic ideas and images, the choral song that follows presents, in a
voluntarily archaic language, a picture of the human condition that emphasizes its radical
imperfection. The paradox of Prometheus, torn between his spiritual assets and his
powerlessness, first asserts itself as the result of a tension between the language of
contemporary philosophy, which he himself represents, and that of traditional mythology
adopted by the Chorus, whose despairing words reminds us of Hesiod’s version of the
Promethean myth'>”. Unflinching faith in the virtues of Prometheus’ gift to mankind coexists
and clashes with the dramatic representation of its limits. The Titan believes in fact to have
freed men from a dream-like existence (448-449) with his “philosophical’ knowledge, but the
Oceanids invite him to observe their dream-like helplessness (0OAryodoaviay...loovelQov)
recurring to a notion, that of ephemerality (épapeoiawv)!®®, which often occurs in archaic
poetry to connote the transitory nature of human existence - both in existential (short-liveness)

156 Prom. 547-551:"What help from creatures of a day? Did you not realize the weak, dream-like feebleness that
binds the blind race of men? Never will the plans of mortals go past the order of Zeus'.

157 Cf. especially Prom. 551 with Theog. 613 and WD 105.

158 Cf. Prom. 83, 253, 945.
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and cognitive (short-sightedness) terms'. No matter if the Titan has opened their eyes
(e€wppatwoan, 499) and freed them from annihilation (e€eAvoaunyv, 235), human beings are
still blind (aAaov; cf. TvpAag éATtidag, 250) and hammered (¢pumemodiopévov) within the
limits of their finitude. The encounter with Prometheus endows mankind with a superhuman
knowledge, with a cure against afflictions, but at the same time reveals the essential gulf
between immortals and mortals, between what man is and what he is not. The aimless
wanderings of o, the only mortal appearing onstage, are the epitome of man’s paradoxical

existence.

199 Cf. Scapin, 2015:141-142.
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The language of constraint

Prometheus as a cosmological thinker

One thing alone, what is wise, wants and does
not want to be called by the name of Zeus

Heraclitus

The tragic paradox of Prometheus may be represented as the oscillation between two
opposite ways of envisioning his interaction with mankind. Human beings are in fact the
object of his past deeds, but his present is what he must suffer at Zeus” hands because of the
transgression on man’s behalf. And his is a suffering, besides, from which mortals cannot
save him, ‘for he who will relieve your pain [sc. Heracles] is not yet born’ (27) — to quote
Hephaestus” words. Within the divine world, the theft of fire is not a gift but a crime, and the
téxvn of the Titan — which among human beings is the name of a great intellectual and
technical gift (506) — can by no means help him escape the dire consequences of his gesture.
But such consequences, as we have seen in the first chapter, do not concern Prometheus alone.
They extend to the divine community in its entirety, in that they gradually put into question
the order of Zeus and the very fundaments of his universal power. Both the guilt and the
punishment of the Titan, in brief, are actions with cosmic implications. The purpose of this
chapter is to explore these implications, and to situate the Prometheus Bound within a wider
intellectual debate on the structure of the universe and the powers and rules responsible for
its working.

L Myth, tragedy and cosmology

The Prometheus Bound lends itself with seductive ease to incorporating ideas and issues of
cosmological interest. In fact, our drama stands on a different level than every other extant
Attic tragedy, in that the gods, who normally constitute the background against which human
action resonates, are here the main characters and form the centrepiece of the scene!*®’. Even
the Oresteia, which has important structural and thematic analogues with our drama'®!, differs
on a point as fundamental as this: whereas the deities materialise in the last chapter of the
trilogy, the Eumenides, because the human struggle has reached too serious proportions, the
action of the Prometheia — of which the Prometheus Bound constitutes the first act - opens with
a divine struggle and centres on it throughout. In both works the divine world, the very
universe, is divided against itself, but very different is the way how the breach is respectively
brought about. In the Oresteia, it is due to the chain of crime and vengeance taking place within
the boundaries of the Atreid family. In the Prometheia it is the gods themselves who provoke

160 Cf. Herington, 1970:76 ff. and Griffith, 1983:17-19.
161 See n. 3.
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the rupture: the tension of the divine against itself is not seen as the consequence of human
action, but constitutes the very core of the dramatic narrative. For even if the destiny of human
beings lies at the origin of this tension and emerges as a prominent concern of the playwright,
man plays no active role in the intra-divine struggle: rather, it is an instrument for the gods’
self-assertion within a larger cosmic plan'®. This is in keeping not only with the Hesiodic
myth upon which the distinctive subject-matter of the Prometheus Bound rests, but also with
pre-Socratic cosmology: the place of human beings in the world is the result of a process that
transcends their will, and that unfolds in agreement with an all-embracing logic of necessity.
In fact, in such a mythological framework talking about the order of the gods implies talking
about the order of the universe itself!¢.

Prometheus’ theft of fire acquires from the very start of the drama a specific political
significance: it is an apagtia (9, 945), an apnAaxnua (112), in sum, an offence towards the
Olympians and their establishment. It is in these terms that Power legitimates the frightful
punishment of the Titan: such is the retribution that he must pay (dovvat dixnyv, 9) for his
transgression. What the early scenes of the play suggest is that everything takes place in
accordance with Zeus” binding and unifying will. Everything, just like in the myth narrated
in the Theogony, seems fixed from the start. By forcing Prometheus into ‘unbreakable fetters of
adamantine bonds’ (adapavtivwv deopwv ev agonktols médatg, 6), the Olympians stop the
course of things, and posit their new-established political order as the new law by which the
whole universe is steered (véot yap otakovopol kgatovo OAvumov, 149). But unlike every
other Aeschylean tragedy, where human politics are considered as an extension of divine
law'®, the political agents of our drama are themselves divine, and this means that there may
be other forces above them determining the outcome of the action in which they are involved.
In the search of these forces and its catastrophic result lies, as we shall see, an essential element
of the action of the Prometheus Bound. In the previous chapter we have pointed out an
undeniable continuity between the intellectual profile of Prometheus and that of such
thinkers as Heraclitus or Parmenides. It is now time to ask what significance do the contents
of Prometheus” knowledge acquire within the dramatic context in which they are produced.

On the politics of the cosmos

To the suggestion of the Chorus that Prometheus may someday be freed and be no less
powerful than Zeus if he ceases to side with mankind (507-510), the bounded god answers:

OV TAUTA TAVTI) HOLRA Tt TEAETPOQOG

162 See above, pp.19-20.

163 See Cerri, 1998:25-28, Algra, 1999:46 ff., and Scapin, 2015:31-34.

164 Cf. Lloyd-Jones, 1971:93 ff. The same idea was expressed, though in different terms, by Heraclitus (EGP III
9, D105): [...] toé@ovtat yop mavteg ot advBowTelot vopor Do évog tov Oeiov [...]. For the Ephesian, it is the
law which best exemplifies the necessity to posit a single principle in which all the opposites can be reduced.
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KQAVAL TLETIQWTAL, HLELaLg O¢ THOVALS
dvaig te KaupOels wde deoua QLY YAVW!
TéEXVN O AvAyKNG doBeveoTéQa HakQ. %

Here we have, as Bollack once observed, ‘a veritable lesson in active theology''*°. By means of
reflection, Prometheus posits a universal principle from which the meaning of his suffering
can be deduced and placed within a perspective vaster than that of the Olympian order. The
image of the god in chains takes on a meaning unknown to the Hesiodic myth: rather than
illustrating Zeus” wisdom and justice, it says the radical impuissance of téxvr) in front of that
form of coercion called by the name of &vdyxn. Not only the art which he himself embodies
but also the bonds (deopax) forged by Hephaestus’ savoir-faire (téxvr), 87), though themselves
an unsolvable constraint (dvaykatg, 108), are in fact powerless in themselves when compared
to the unescapable force of Necessity'®”. With his cognitive faculties, the Titan sets himself
above the actual political struggle, so to grasp the causal patterning whereby everything is as
it is - tavta Tav. His language sounds almost tautologous here: the present asserts its
existence merely in terms of itself, the future being already inherent in the events unfolding
onstage — and in those which have taken place in the past. If Prometheus associates avayxn
with the Moira teAeo@ogog, it is because he identifies her with the immanent force which
underlies the flow of divine history, which actualizes and connects its different moments into
a single whole. From the dethronement of Kronos, through the present of his punishment, till
a distant future where he will be released and Justice established: each of these actions occurs
in full accord with its own nature, which has been allotted by Destiny. The word which
describes them can only state their inevitability, since whatever happens is all there can be.
In fact, Moira and Necessity are also the alternative names of the logico-metaphysical
principle which, in Parmenides” poem, holds Being fast ‘“within the limits of its great chains’
(HeyaAwv ev melpaot deopwv, DS, 31): here is a clear allusion to the captivity of Prometheus,
the mythological paradigm which the Eleatic adjusted to his conceptual and poetical needs'®.
His description of Being closely resembles that of a bounded god who cannot, because of his
immortality'®’, escape a torment which has been decreed to be eternally present:

[...] oVdEV Yo <> €otiv 1) Eotaxt
AAAO TTAQEE TOV €0VTOG, £Ttel TO Ye Mol emtédnoev
oLAOV dxivnTov T €uevar [...].170

165 Prom. 511-514: ’ All-ordering Moira has not been fated yet to accomplish these things in such a way, but only
after being bent by countless woes and torments I will escape the bonds. For Art is far weaker than Necessity’.
166 Bollack, 2006:81.

167 Cf. Hephaestus words at Prom. 16, 72.

168 Cf. Mourelatos, 1970:27; Cerri, 1999:229 ff., and Coxon, 2009:327-328. The model is Hesiod: cf. Theog. 615-
616: [...] AL O’ dvaryknc/icat TOAVIDQLY E6VTa HEYAS KATX DEOUOG EQUKEL

169 Prom. 933: [...] Oavetv ov pogotpov. Cf. also 93-100 and 1053: avtwe €ué y' o Oavatdoet.

170 EGP V, 19, D8, 41-43:"For nothing other than what is is or will exist, since Destiny has bounded it to be whole,
motionless’.
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Moira — or “mighty Necessity" (koateon Avaykrn), D8, 35) - as the force which binds Being (10
€6v) to be an absolute Totality (o0Aov), a concluded and changeless system: it is the same
force which holds Prometheus in “indissoluble fetters’ (deopoic dAvtolg, 155). Avayxn is a
word for the omnipotence of Fate, which is one with the inviolable law of the universe itself.
Constraint and savoir-faire, the poles of the opposition between the tyrant and the sophist,
become then part of a universal question that involves understanding one’s lot (aioa, 104)
within the necessary course of events. Neither Prometheus” punishment nor his release, at
this point, depend any longer on the decisions of Zeus. For he alone is free among the gods
(50) and rules ‘with laws of his own making’ (1dtog vopois, 403), but even the political
constriction deriving from his authority is subject to a more remote form of ineluctability:

XO. tic 00V AVAYKNG €0TLV OLAKOOTQOPOC;
ITP. Moipat toipopgot pvrpovég t 'Epuviec.
XO. 100tV doa Zevg €otiv aoOevEéoTeQog;
ITP. oUkovV av €k@UYOL Ve TNV TIETTOWMEVTV.
XO. 1t yap mémpwtal Znvt mANV alel KoaTety;
ITP. tout ovkét av mvbowo* pnde AtmtaeL.!”!

This exchange is the turning point of the dramatic action, as the concern for Prometheus’
liberation is skilfully converted into the question of the limitations of Zeus” power. The world
which the Titan describes, in fact, is not the one presupposed by the traditional theology: it is
not Zeus who orders the universe and holds control of Necessity, as the Oceanids seem to
believe, but the Moirai and the Erinyes'”2. It is them who steer (oiakooto@oc), accomplish
(koavay 512) and delimit the destiny of each individual within boundaries not to be
overstepped. No less than Prometheus can Zeus escape their inexorable verdict (tr)v
niemtownévny), and this is what levels the power gap between the two gods. Whether the
tyrant will lose his throne or not, whether the curse spelled by Kronos will be “utterly
accomplished’ (mavteAws koavOnoetar, 911), what really matters is that Zeus will need
Prometheus in order to find out, since the Titan alone knows the secret of his ever-lasting
sovereignty. In this way, Prometheus reveals the working of an objective law of reality, which
supports the idea of a rational and immutable world, and at the same time produces, by
conveying this very truth, the possibility for an unexpected action to take place. At this point
of the drama, and after having weighed in all the forces involved in the situation, it is in fact
the fate of the ruler that is suddenly put at stake.

171 Prom. 515-520:"Chor. But then, who is the ruler of Necessity? Prom. The three Fates and the unforgetting
Erinyes. Chor. Is Zeus weaker than these? Prom. Well, he could certainly not escape his fate. Chor. In fact, what
has been fated for Zeus if not to rule forever? Prom. You could not learn this, not even if you persist in asking’
172 Here is another significant innovation on Hesiod. In the Theogony, the Moirai have a double genealogy: first
they are daughters of Night (Theog. 217-218), then they appear as Zeus' progeny (901 ff.), i.e. as powers
indissociably linked to his regime of justice and order. Cf. Said, 1985:279 n. 103.
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As so often in Greek tragedy, the expression of understanding - in this case Prometheus’
theological revelation - raises doubts rather than providing answers. For despite the
suggested explanatory logic of events, the passage between the present and the end of the
narrative — which in the Prometheus Bound corresponds to the téAog of divine history itself -
remains hidden from Prometheus’ interlocutors. Iit is a holy and imposing mystery (oepvov,
521), and it is around this mystery that the dramatic action is now doomed to revolve. The
gods of our tragedy, it is true, act in accordance with a teleology which endows their story
with a specific meaning: the destiny of Prometheus and Zeus is already written in the plot of
the Hesiodic myth, it does not depend on the singular events befalling them onstage. But this
destiny - and here lies the essential difference with the Theogony and the Homeric narratives
- is not posited nor announced a priori. On the contrary, it is obscured. It is a Adyog, to use
Prometheus” words, that ‘must be kept concealed” (cvyxaAvmtéog, 522). Only retrospectively,
‘in due time’ (kaxQog, 523), it will be possible for the other tragic characters to elucidate it, based
on the experiences which the dramatist imposes or will impose on them. In Greek drama, as
said in the previous chapter, the theoretical truth is in fact universal and individual, abstract
and expressive at the same time. It cannot, in other words, be dissociated from the history of
the individual who articulates it, and this is why everyone fails to understand Prometheus’
evasive A0yoc. The idea of a Totality defined by specific causal laws can only be valid for
those who are confronted with —and can grasp - the concrete working of these laws!”®. For the
Oceanids, whose experience and mindset differ radically from those of Prometheus, the
reality speaks otherwise: divine rationality is to them identical with the will of Zeus, however
arbitrary this may look. The mystery to which the Titan alludes, then, raises an apparently
insoluble contradiction, which implies the conjunction between two opposite and mutually
exclusive theological conceptions: how would it be possible for Zeus, “disposer of all things’ (0
TavTa vépwy, 526), to hold an unlimited power and be subject to other powers at the same
time? Once more, the dialogue between the Chorus and Prometheus leads to a dilemma, and
one which is built upon the tension between two modes of thought: on the one hand stands
the belief inherited from the traditional myth, which builds a universe wherein all things
occur in accordance with Zeus’ ordinance. On the other stands Prometheus, prophet-
philosopher who knows not only the téAog to which divine history aims (i.e. Zeus’
sovereignty), but also the basic principles of reality by which such téAog can and must be
achieved. It remains to understand the exact connotations of these basic principles, and the
reason why Prometheus describes them in this form and not others.

IL. Prometheus among the Ionians (part two)

By placing the governance of avdykn in the hands of the Moirai and the Erinyes,
traditional symbols of vengeance against moral transgression, Prometheus states that the

173 Cf. Judet de La Combe, 2010:220-221.
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universe is governed by that very law which we find already expressed in the Coephori: the
law of the dpdoavtt mtaOetv (313), whereby every action is followed by reciprocal reaction
and every punishment represents an exact reversal of the crime that has caused it'”*. This is
true for Prometheus. It is in fact by following this logic that the dramatist shows the inventor
of all the arts yoked into an unsolvable constraint that is itself ‘a work of art’ (téxvn, 87), as
Power calls ironically the chains forged by Hephaestus'”. It is by this very logic that
Prometheus, after having taught man how to discern the alternation of night and day (454-
458), is forced, though a god, to experience the temporal laws of human existence. For the
regular flow of Time is not only the essential condition for human history to begin. It is also
the magistrate who determines what Prometheus’ retribution shall be:

[...] otaBevtog & MAiov poif31) pAoyt
xoowxg apeipelc avBog dopéve d€ oot
1 Mo\ elpwv VOE dmtokpUeL pAog,
tiaxvny 0 éav fAog okeda mAaALv-176

The Titan’s agony, articulated by the ever-lasting cyclicity (ma&Awv) of light and darkness,
represents the resurgence of a past that bears a specific juridical obligation: the ancient fault
must be paid back and determines itself the nature of the compensation. The Erinyes are in
fact ‘unforgetting’ (pvruovég, 516), which implies that there exists a relationship of strict
causality between action and consequence, between crime and punishment.

From this point of view, Prometheus’ revelation about the nature of Necessity is not new,
since the working of retributive justice, as various scholars have observed, can be already
found in Homer and Hesiod'”. We have seen, however, that the Necessity of which
Prometheus speaks is not merely an external force — which the archaic poetic tradition usually
identifies with Zeus - bringing punishment on the guilty ones. It is instead immanent in the
reality of things, and imposes the same justice on every being within it. Retribution,
accordingly, does not relate to the violation of a norm, but is itself the norm, the alternative
description of an all-embracing principle of order. This notion, as will be shortly shown, has
fundamental analogues with the cosmological models of the early Ionians. It was them who
tirst turned the legalistic notion of justice into a cosmic law of measure, thereby opening a
whole new view on the structure of the universe and the role of the traditional gods within it.
We will see that this speculative dimension, which rests on the correspondence between the

174 Cf. Romilly, 1968: 60 ff., and Said, 1985:212-220.

175 Said, 1985:156-164 has analysed in detail the functioning of this logic in the Prometheus Bound. See also, on
the notion of reversal, Vernant and Vidal Naquet, 1972-1986 (I):99-131.

176 Prom. 22-25You will change the bloom of your skin, when burnt by the bright sunray. And you will be
glad when the starry night hides the light, but also when the sun disperses again the early morning frost’.

177 Cf. Lloyd-Jones, 1971:1-55; Said, 1985:233-283, Allan, 2006:9-16 and Scapin, 2015:18-31.
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normative and the cosmic aspects of the notion of justice!”, is discernible as well in
Prometheus’ personified Avayxn.

Temporality and the necessity of reciprocity

Like Heraclitus’ Erinyes, who keep the sun from exceeding his measures (pétoa, D89c),
the main function of the figures evoked by Prometheus is to fulfil the natural order of things:
the performance of retribution is part of their role as cosmic guarantees. Heraclitus associates
the Erinyes with Justice (Aikng emikovpot) while Prometheus makes them the agents of
Necessity, but there is no real difference between them in functional terms. In the incipient
Ionian intellectual tradition, Justice and Necessity coexist as hypostases of the physical law
which steers all things and binds them to each other, in accordance with a conception which
sees the processes of transformation as a conflict of elemental powers within an order
recognised as intrinsically just — that is, a k6opoc!”®. When Heraclitus identifies justice with
strife (etdévarxon [...] eovta[...] diknv €owv, D63), the underlying idea is in fact that of a
world governed by a universal pattern of which crime and penalty are the necessary
complements. The conception of the cosmos as governed by a principle of order and
reciprocity was first articulated, around the mid-sixth century, by Anaximander (between
quotations marks is the section which presumably reports his original words!®):

€€ v d¢ 1) Yéveolc €otL tolg 000, kal TNV @Bopav el tavta yYiveobatl “kata
TO XQEWV. dOOVAL YO VT dIKNV KAl To AAANAOLS TS adKiag kKT TV
TOV XQOVOU TAELV”. 181

Although the “ultimate meaning’ of the fragment is uncertain and controversial'®?, the outline
of the cosmological doctrine herein developed can be easily inferred and neared to the one
articulated by Prometheus. In Anaximander’s view, the cosmos is a harmonious realm in
which the coming-to-be (yéveoic) and dissolution (@Oopa) of beings (tax dOvta) corresponds
to a relentless chain of mutual offence and compensation. This is what the phrase dwovat
diknv xat tioww &AANAolc means, namely that the natural powers constantly render
compensation to one another to avoid every individual prevarication and thereby preserve
the equilibrium of all things. For whatever comes into existence does so to the detriment of
another power: it is, by necessity, adwia, and by necessity it needs to be paid back. Thus, the
tirst law of nature is an inexorable lex talionis. It is in fact determined by t0 xpewv — that is,

178 On the legalistic terminology adopted by the pre-Socratics, see Vlastos, 1947; Kahn, 1960:183 ff., 219-230;
Cerri, 1999:104-105; Sassi, 2006:8 ff., and Scapin, 2015:84 ff.

179 Cf. Vlastos, 1947:156, Kahn, 1960:219-230 and Cerri, 1999:104-105.

180 See Kahn, 1960:166-183.

181 EGP II, D6:From these things birth comes about for beings, and into these things their destruction occurs
“by necessity. For they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice according to the ordinance of time””’.
182 A comprehensive overview of the main issues at stake in the fragment can be found in Scapin, 2015:88-97.
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‘the most impersonal Greek formula for Fate’'® - which in turn accomplishes the binding
ordinance (t&&ig, i.e. the amount of the punishment) which Time lays down!®.

In Prometheus’ view, similarly, the divine world is affected by an apparently endless series
of political successions, for there stands behind the gods an impersonal principle of
compulsion which forces them to pay for their injustice when the hour is full'®>. And indeed,
such a notion fits well the dramatic context of the Prometheus Bound. Within a universe where
Zeus' Justice has not been established yet, the relationship between individuals cannot be
conceived but as a self-perpetrating chain of injustice and redressing — or ‘paying back’
(dwovar diknv, cf. Prom. 9) — of injustice. By applying the phrase mowag tiverv (‘make
amend’) to both Prometheus” binding (112) and to Zeus’ future fall (176), the dramatist says
exactly this, that the two gods are equal in front of the law which steers the whole universe.
In the same way as Prometheus is serving the sentence for his injustice toward the Olympians,
so Zeus will have someday to pay the compensation for the outrage inflicted on the Titan and
the older gods. To put it in Anaximander’s terms, Prometheus and Zeus are doomed to pay
retribution to each other (kAA1jAo1c) in accordance with a law which is absolutely necessary,
immanent in the order of all things: just like Prometheus’ suffering, the fall of Zeus will take
place katoa tO x0ewv, because it must!®. And it will be for Time, as in the case of Prometheus
(see above), to determine the exact penalty of the wrongdoer. For Time is the mean through
which justice is achieved and equality re-established, and dvayxn, the equivalent of
Anaximander’s t0 xpewv, is the name of the cosmic agent which enforces its dispositions.
The Zeus of the Prometheus Bound does not stand for the Law which assigns to gods and men
their due lot, but for a force that tries to replace this Law while being nevertheless its subject.
Hence, Prometheus says, ‘I care less than nothing about Zeus’ (938). To Power and Force, tangible
symbols of Zeus’ political domination, the Titan opposes the insight of the philosopher, who
alone can go beyond what is manifest and recognize the gathering of all things into the
immutable unity of the Divine.

III.  From philosophy to myth: Zeus and the Totality

In a recent article, Sassi has shown, based on a solid epigraphic evidence, that
Anaximander conceived the rational order of the universe in terms drawn from the conflicts
of the contemporary polis, and in terms that could transform the dynamic equilibrium of the
cosmos into a legislative model'®. The philosophical operation carried out by Aeschylus
stands to Anaximander in a relationship of inversion: it is the cosmological notion which is

183 Kahn, 1960:180. Cf. also Sassi, 2006:13.

184 For the formula xata v T00 x006vov td&wy, I follow Sassi, 2006:15-16, who makes xp6vov an objective
genitive —i.e. ‘in accordance with the ordinance of Time’, ‘in due time’.

185 Cf. Prom. 981 and above, pp. 30-32.

186 Prom. 995-996: yvappel yap o0dEV TWVOE [’ OTE KAl POATAL/TIQOC 0 XQEWV VIV EKTIETELV TLEAVVIDOG.
187 Sassi, 2006:20-22.
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re-elaborated to explore a political process. The universe itself, in the Prometheus Bound, is
consciously presented as analogous to the society of the day, as a comparans for the turmoil
agitating it. The divine characters of our drama speak in fact the normative language of
contemporary Greece, and yet their actions unfold neither in the polis nor in a royal palace or
a temple, but in the cosmos itself. The very first words uttered by Prometheus, when his agony
has just begun, thematise this cosmic dimension, they give it a concrete shape:

@ d1log alO1) Kal TarxVvTITEQOL TTVOLKL,
TIOTAUQV TE TINY AL, TOVTIWV T KUUATWV
avneLlOpov yéAaoua, TappImTw te yn,
KAL TOV TavoTTnV KUKAOV 1A lov kaAwr
1000 1’ ot mEOg Oewv mMAoxw Oedg. 188

The call for witnesses (1dec0¢), which is in accordance with Athenian legal procedure, is here
exceptionally addressed to the four personified Elements'® and articulated by the elemental
province that each of them occupies: the aiOno (air), the rivers and the sea (water), the earth,
and the sun (fire). It is a ‘cosmological’ cry, whereby Prometheus embraces the whole of
reality in its well-defined organisation, contemplating it, as it were, from the perspective of
the natural philosopher. But this Totality, as said above, is also the normative context in which
the dramatic action unfolds. Transposed onstage, the natural world becomes in fact
representative, by analogy, of that ordered system which Prometheus himself — qua son of
O£puic — has contributed to define, and which Zeus transgresses by inflicting him an ‘outrage’
(aixia, 93). At the very end of the drama, and because of this very transgression, the four
elements re-appear in a state of cosmic disarray (1080-1093), taking on an antithetical
symbolical value. Earthquakes (xOwv, 1081), fiery (Camvpot, 1084) twists of lightning, air
(atOnp) blending with sea (tovtw, 1088): such is the concrete (¢0yw, 1080)'° representation of
the all-encompassing yet destructive force of Zeus’ thunder (Boovtr), 1083)'".

Now, these two passages are as majestic as they are puzzling, in that neither the invocation
to the four elements as a group nor their chaotic representation at the end of the tragedy has
parallels in Greek drama. This has led to an interpretative dichotomy: do these verses reflect
a popular or a philosophical, maybe Empedoclean, belief?'*? In truth, the two options are not
mutually exclusive but complementary. The ideology of the four elements had been operating

188 Prom. 88-92: 'O bright sky and swift-winged winds, and river-springs and countless smile of the sea-waves,
and earth, mother of all, and I call upon the all-seeing orb of the sun too: behold me, what I suffer at the hands
of the gods though being myself a god’.

189 As already observed by the scholiasts (schol. 88b): peyaAopuag d¢ T técoapa otorxeia émukaAeital.

190 ‘Concrete’, because it fulfils the provocative words pronounced earlier (1043-1052) by Prometheus himself.
191 Once more, the model is Hesiod, namely his description of the cosmic reversal following the battle between
Zeus and the Titans (Theog. 687 ff.). See the relative comments of Iribarren, 2017:82-84.

192 The two extremes, as is often the case in debates over the Prometheus Bound, are represented by Griffith,
1978:113-116., who denies any philosophical influence, and Herington, 1963:190 ff., who affirms the influence of
Empedocles’ four-elements doctrine. Irby-Massie, 2008:144-148 adds very little to the debate.
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long before the pre-Socratics and deeply influenced their thought, but this need not
overshadow the process of conceptual re-elaboration to which these thinkers subjected it'*.
In sum, it is only by drawing attention to the philosophical innovation of the time and to their
anchoring in previous traditions that we can understand the tragedian’s surprising choice.

A brief history of the four elements

The tendency toward the identification of the primary elements, those very elements that
the pre-Socratics will later theorize, is well rooted in the cultural traditions of archaic
Greece'. The Homeric poems, for instance, present different divine and human characters
invoking the elements as pa&otvot of their oath'”®. The invocation of Prometheus, who calls
upon air, water earth and the all-seeing sun (mavomtnyv, 91) recalls the passage (Il. 3, 276-280)
where Agamemnon summons as guarantors of his promise Zeus (i.e. sky), the sun “who sees
and listens all things” (OC TAVT €POEAS KAl TAVT €mMaKoVELS, 277), rivers (water) and earth.
The invocation motif, the same we find in the Prometheus Bound, was re-elaborated by
Empedocles, who invites his disciple Pausanias to take the four elements as a confirmation
(¢rpuapruoa, D77, 1) of the veracity of his physical doctrine. Sun (fire), air, rain (water) and
earth (3-6) are the eternal forces which, being driven by the alternating action of Love and
Strife, create the phenomenological world, which at last will be reduced in the immutable
unity of the Xgaigog (cf. D87-D93). That is, the first phase of the cosmic cycle, wherein the
four elements are blended into a single, indistinguishable whole!**. Empedocles transposes
the traditional four elements on a cosmogonic level, to account for the principle
underpinning the cyclical processes of the natural world. The similarity with our drama is
in this case purely formal, in that the two authors re-elaborate the same motif, but their
purposes are radically different. The Sicilian thinker describes the universe we observe: the
Homeric and Promethean all-seeing sun is for him “warm to see’ (Oeopov 6pav, D77, 3), an
object of contemplation rather than a measure against violation. Prometheus’ calling, on the
other hand, involves not the ritual oath but the transgression of the political space which the
four elements themselves delimit and define.

Other passages of archaic literature attest the four-elements doctrine outside the limits of
the ritual convention, with a more explicit cosmological intent. We might recall Achilles’
shield, on which Hephaestus recreates the world in its four zones (II. 18, 483-485):

He moulded the earth (yaiav) onit, and the sky (ovpavov) and the sea (OdAaocoav),
and the tireless sun (1)éA0v) and the full moon (ceAnvnv),

193 Empedocles was surely the most famous exponent of the four-elements doctrine, but traces of the idea can
be found elsewhere in pre-Socratic literature, e.g. Heraclitus, D86 or Anaximenes, D3.

194 See Cerri, 1998.

19 E.g. II. 3, 103-107; 14, 271-280; 15, 36-38 (= Od. 5, 184-186); 19, 257-265.

196 See Bollack, 1965-1969 (1):33 ff.; Cerri, 1998:21 ff. and Iribarren, 2017:116-119.
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and all the constellations (ta teipea) by which the sky is crowned.

We find here the same elements and elemental provinces of the Prometheus Bound: earth, sky
(i.e. air), sea and fire, this latter embodied by all the heavenly bodies that man can observe.

Fundamental for our analysis, in virtue of its cosmo-political resonances, is the Homeric
description of the repartition (daopog) of the world in different regions (II. 15, 187-195), each
of them corresponding to the tiur] (189) attributed to the three sons of Uranus: Zeus inherits
the sky and the aiOn)o (i.e. fire), Ades the “cloudy darkness’ (Copov negdevta, 191; i.e. air) and
Poseidon the sea. To these three areas the earth is added as the domain shared by all of them
(193). The hereditary division of the world is in four parts, and each of them represents, as in
the Prometheus Bound, a specific elemental province. The descending order — from sky to
Underworld - is here representative of the Olympian hierarchy: Zeus occupies the highest
region because he is ‘much stronger in might’ (i mMoAVL @éptepoc, 165) and ‘elder in birth’
(yever) mpoteog, 166). The same assumption underlies the Theogony, where it is Zeus himself
who performs - as seen in the first chapter - the repartition of honours among the gods.
Although Hesiod presents this action in political rather than cosmological terms, it remains
that Zeus’ power is uppermost in the divine world. The assimilation between divine and
cosmic puissance, which implicitly lurks in the Homeric text, was made fully explicit by
Empedocles, and not without consequences on the traditional Pantheon:

TE00AQA YOO TIAVTWYV QLLAOHATA TIOWTOV AKOVE
Zevg doync "Hon te pepéoProg nNd” Adwvetg
Nnotic 0, 1) dakpvolg téyyel kpoUVwHa BEdTELOV.1

Here the four roots (0i/lwpata) are associated with the divine entities of myth: Zeus is fire,
Hera is earth, Aidoneus is air and Nestis is water!*®. The attribution of specific honours and
spheres of influence to each of them - tiung 6" &AANG aAAo peder (D73, 259) — recalls the
traditional theme of the daouog (see above), except that the divine name is now consciously
associated with the cosmic entities underpinning the order of the natural world. The four
elements are in fact strictly equal among themselves in terms of age and power (D73, 258),
and this is what ensures a perpetual balance under the reciprocal work of Netkog and
DO, themselves equal to each other and to the elements'”. With his symbolical re-
elaboration, Empedocles somehow levels the traditional Olympian hierarchy, wherein an
indisputable superiority was accorded to Zeus. Unlike the divine realm of Hesiod and Homer,
the world conceived by Empedocles is a unity whose balance depends on the proportional
distribution of powers among its components. This assumption underlies Alcmaeon’s notion
of the health of human body as the “equal distribution of powers” (loovoutav twv dLVApEwY,

197 EGP V, 22, D57: “Hear at first the four roots of all things: lightening Zeus, and life-giving Hera and Aidoneus,
and Nestis, who moistens with tears the mortal spring’.

198 For the correct identification of god and element, see Cerri, 1998:17-21.

199 Cf. Vlastos, 1947:158-161 and Bollack, 1965-1969 (III):72-73.
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D30), its sickness being the ‘domination of one’ (Lovapxlawv, ibid.). It is on this very assumption
that Prometheus seeks throughout the play to make his interlocutors conscious of the limits
inherent in Zeus’ power. The universe which he contemplates (88-92) is in fact the one which
the pre-Socratics — starting with Anaximander - had theorized. It is an ordered system in
which opposing powers hold each other in check: whoever gets to dominate will eventually
be dominated, whoever oversteps the right measure will eventually recede to the place which
Destiny has assigned him. The cosmic reversal provoked at the end of the drama indicates the
disruption of such order. It signifies the return to a primordial state of the universe from
which a new world and a new political order will emerge. Zeus will not fall, but will take off
the mask of the tyrant: his destiny is to become one with the Divine, the universal dispenser
of Justice.

Conclusion: tragedy and the cosmos

The shift from a hierarchical to a homogenous distribution of powers is among the essential
differences between the cosmos of the epic tradition and the k6opiog of the pre-Socratics: the
tirst is based on Zeus” undisputable supremacy, the latter on the cyclical equilibrium of its
conflicting parts*®. In the Prometheus Bound, we have seen, the opposition between the two
models is explicit. The clash between Prometheus and Zeus is one which affects the universe
in its entirety, and which leads to an irreversible transformation of its inner structure. In fact,
Herington was right in observing that in the Prometheus Bound we have ‘a new and very
transitory art form, one that both destroys and constructs the universe’®'. To be sure, the primary
purpose of the dramatist is not to describe the origin and processes of the cosmos. What we
observe onstage, rather, is their symbolic re-enactment. At the heart of our tragedy lies in fact
a conflict between two different normative systems, the Titanic (lcovopuia) and the Olympian
one (Hovaxia), but a conflict articulated by the coming-to-be and dissolution of the physical
world. Prometheus and Zeus are the craftsmen of this spectacle. Like Love and Strife, the
cosmic powers of Empedocles’ philosophy, they exert alternately their control on the
elemental deities, acting with a complicity which undoes and yet complements each other’s
work. It is their reciprocal action which makes it possible for a new cosmos to arise.

200 Cf. Vlastos, 1947; Kahn, 1960:186 ff., 222-230 and Scapin, 2015:86 ff.
201 Herington, 1970:87.
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Conclusion

In this thesis, I endeavoured to investigate the relationship between Attic tragedy and
pre-Socratic philosophy. Modern scholarship has often kept these two intellectual practices
apart because of an alleged incompatibility between tragic performance and philosophical
discourse. We are now in a better position to advocate an alternative approach. One of the
essential traits of early Greek culture is the dialogue between puv6og and Adyog, between
mythopoeic and theoretical modes of enunciation. In fact, this very dialogue constitutes the
animating force of the Prometheus Bound. Our drama consists of a series of vignettes in which
Prometheus ponders with different interlocutors the meaning of his situation. He comments
upon the myth to deduce its logic, and in so doing he questions its theological and ethical
foundations. We have approached the play as a document recording some of the intellectual
debates of the day. It has emerged that such debates are not merely recorded, but re-enacted.
The Prometheus Bound has often been mistaken for a product of late-fifth century Sophistic
movements: on the contrary, it represents an invaluable mirror of the dynamic state of early
tifth century Greek culture.

As a work of art centred on the enactment of a mythological saga, our drama is largely
indebted to the material of the archaic, mostly Hesiodic, poetic tradition. The themes and
conceptual issues addressed by the dramatist are in fact the ones on which the author of the
Theogony and the Works and Days had already focused. By narrating the vicissitudes of
Prometheus, his relationship with Zeus and mankind, Hesiod expressed a specific vision of
the world and of human history: the myth was his instrument to rationalise and interpret
the surrounding reality. The play’s indebtedness to these poems relates not only to specific
characters and images, but also to the values and beliefs therein deposited. The challenge,
for the tragedian, was to re-elaborate this complex material in accordance with his artistic
needs and with the modes of thought of his days. It is the same challenge which the pre-
Socratics had to face when adopting old mythemes in order to elaborate new doctrines in
and through them. In fact, the Prometheus of our drama resembles the early Greek thinkers
in two significant ways. The first concerns the comprehensive aspiration of his knowledge.
Prometheus is he who describes, like a theologian or a natural philosopher, the law which
steers the Totality of things. His relegation to a distant desert is part of the punishment
imposed on him, but might also be understood as a symbol of the epistemic distance
between himself and the other characters of the play. The ambiguity and uncertainty
pervading the drama are the result of this distance, which opposes the insight of the
philosopher to the notions inherited from the archaic tradition. The second essential feature
which brings Prometheus close to the pre-Socratics is precisely the critical approach toward
these notions. It is on this approach - which aims at unravelling the limits inherent in the
old picture of divine and human nature - that the action of the Prometheus Bound rests. In the
Theogony, téxvn (or untig) — i.e. savoir-faire or ruse — is the mean through which divine
history can advance toward its established end. The same is true for the Prometheus Bound.
Except that téxvn stands here for a purely epistemological rather than practical asset. It is
synonym with knowledge itself, and implies realizing that every event of the world, even
Zeus' sovereignty, is produced by the unescapable decree of Necessity.
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