Alex Hales-Owen (2221576)		Tyranny and Revolution in the Ancient World
Critical Text Analysis – Prometheus Bound
Prometheus Bound is a story written by the Ancient Greek Playwright, Aeschylus. Prometheus, a Titan, defies Zeus and gives humanity fire. As punishment, Zeus orders that he will be chained to a rock, where an eagle will come daily to eat his liver. Every night, Prometheus’ liver will regenerate and the cycle will start again, in a state of eternal pain for his actions. This assignment will be observing the story of Prometheus Bound and considering how Aeschylus views Tyranny.
The version of Prometheus Bound which this essay will be analysing, is the version translated by Robert Lowell. Lowell describes this version in his own words stating ‘half of my lines are not in the original. But nothing is modernized’, though he also notes that he has kept the same overall structure.[footnoteRef:1] He further acknowledges that due to the nature of his version, that being one which aims to bridge the gap between the old and new versions of the play, some of his own concerns and worries may be present in his work.[footnoteRef:2] As a further note on the nature of Lowell’s version, it is highly likely that due to the combination of the old and new versions of the story will politicise it, using some modern context and understandings, providing a unique perspective on the story; one which could even provide a more human element to these otherwise other worldly beings of Gods and Titans. This could prove crucial when considering the concept of tyranny and how it is perceived both in the modern day, but also during Aeschylus’ era thousands of years ago. Lowell’s version of the story seems in line with Aristotle’s critical observation of the concept of tyranny in his work, Politics.[footnoteRef:3] It must also be noted that the term tyranny at the time that Aeschylus wrote the play, may not necessarily have been considered negative; but instead, as Edmund Stewart, a Professor in Ancient Greek History poses that tyranny was considered to be merely a pathway for a ruler to develop certain characteristics which could be considered negative or illegitimate.[footnoteRef:4] This is important to note since the aspects portrayed as negative in this version of the play may not have necessarily been considered wholly negative in Aeschylus’ perspective. However, he would have noted the potentially negative connotations associated with such traits, these perspectives are portrayed in the play through the eyes of Prometheus. [1:  Aeschylus. Prometheus Bound. Translated by Robert Lowell. (New York: New York Review Books, 2014.). P.n5.]  [2:  Ibid. P.n5.]  [3:  Aristotle, Politics, translated by H. Rackham, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1932). p.443.]  [4:  Edmund Stewart, ‘Tyranny in Tragedy’, Polis, The Journal for Ancient Greek AND ROMAN Political Thought, 40, (2023), 234 – 258, p.234.] 

A key point to note when discussing Aeschylus and his works, perhaps especially in the case of Prometheus Bound is that he was born somewhere around the year 525 BCE, and was alive during the time where the Democratic state had almost complete power in Ancient Greece in 404 BCE.[footnoteRef:5] This likely means that not only were the people of Greece more likely to have an understanding of tyranny, but crucially, they were also more likely able to talk about it in a negative light, and plays such as Prometheus Bound were likely to be more accepted by both society and the state. However, the point is posed by Michael Scott, a British Ancient Historian and Scholar, that the people of Athens were ‘obligated by an oath, made before their Gods, to go as far as killing anyone who attempted to overthrow’ the democracy.[footnoteRef:6] With this in mind it is possible that instead many individuals were no longer afraid to criticise tyranny, but instead, ironically they were afraid to criticise democracy. Nonetheless, regardless of the reasoning for this play’s existence, it is clear in Lowell’s version of Prometheus Bound that Aeschylus likely considered the Gods to also be tyrannical, perhaps implying it is not a human concept, but instead one which has been passed on to humanity by Gods. This is seen in both Prometheus' punishment, but also in the beings which visit him. [5:  Michael Scott, From democrats to kings : the downfall of Athens to the epic rise of Alexander the Great, (London, Icon, 2010). p.10.]  [6:  Ibid. p.17.] 

The sense of tyranny posed by Zeus is shown at the beginning of the play, when Hephaestus; the God assigned with the task of inflicting Prometheus’ punishment states, ‘I act as much against my own will as yours’.[footnoteRef:7] This shows that the rule of tyranny forces individuals to act in servitude to the ruler, even when their own conscience disagrees with the acts they are forced to carry out. Though, perhaps, Hephaestus is merely trying to provide Prometheus with a sense of comfort, it is likely there is some truth to Hephaestus’ words. Prometheus considers his actions to be justified as an act of good to help humans. Though he himself questions whether Zeus is a Tyrant, and ultimately concludes that Zeus’ strife for perfection is merciless.[footnoteRef:8] Though this interaction is brief, it sets the themes of the play well, it is clear that Prometheus is being punished, and that he continues to defy the Gods which he opposes. [7:  Aeschylus. Prometheus Bound. p.4.]  [8:  Ibid. p.10.] 

Firstly, Prometheus is approached by the Ocean, which when asked by Prometheus if it is aware of the risk it takes to visit him, replies ‘Zeus knows where I am. On my way here I felt the heavy shadow of his gaze’.[footnoteRef:9] This makes it apparent that the Ocean too is paranoid of Zeus and his power, even in its current position, it is more than aware of Zeus’ watchful eye. Despite this, the Ocean also states that Zeus is now ‘gracious’ to it and considers it a ‘fellow ruler’.[footnoteRef:10] To this, Prometheus states that the Ocean ‘has changed’[footnoteRef:11] and calls it an ‘echo of power’ that has ‘lost touch with the ruled’.[footnoteRef:12] The argument posed by Aeschylus in Prometheus’ conversation with the Ocean is that once someone is considered to be of a higher status, the corruption which could plague human tyrants also plagues the Gods. Furthermore, this makes it apparent that Tyranny affects considerably more than just the corrupted ruler, but those who serve them also. Ultimately though, the aforementioned heavy gaze which the Ocean claims to feel from Zeus as he made his way to Prometheus makes it apparent, that even those which Zeus does not consider to be a threat, or even those which are considered loyal to him are never truly free from his tyrannical judgement. In this instance, Prometheus is proven correct that Zeus is a tyrant.  [9:  Ibid. p.14.]  [10:  Ibid. p.14.]  [11:  Ibid. p.17.]  [12:  Ibid. p.16.] 

As the Ocean leaves Prometheus, it leaves three Seabirds with him, with which the conversation continues. The seabirds state that Zeus is eternal and that there is a ‘larger order’ controlling even the outcome of Prometheus’ punishment.[footnoteRef:13] Prometheus dismisses their views stating that before Zeus there were other orders, most recently Cronus, before that the order of Uranus, and many others before that. From this, Prometheus concludes that Zeus never was and never will be eternal and is ‘counting his days’.[footnoteRef:14] Here, it is highly likely that Aeschylus is making two key points, firstly that no matter how much power someone has accumulated, there will always be a greater power to overrule it in due time; though this might not always be a positive change. The second point which Aeschylus poses is that simply because humanity has been given power does not make man equal to a God; this is presented when the Seabirds states that Prometheus has ‘changed man from the highest of animals to the lowest of Gods’.[footnoteRef:15] They elaborate that man is a ‘poor God, too intelligent to hide from his unceasing guilt, too stupid to escape’ and that the only escape for man is death.[footnoteRef:16] This is wisdom which they conclude they have accumulated in their time with Prometheus, with this the seabirds are essentially stating that Prometheus himself, is little more than a simple man, and his only escape from his own torment is death.[footnoteRef:17] This, again follows the concept of tyranny in both points, the first being that eventually tyrannical rule will be overthrown, and the second being the tyrants feeling of being untouchable by their subjects.  [13:  Ibid. p.24.]  [14:  Ibid. p.24.]  [15:  Ibid. p.25.]  [16:  Ibid. p.25.]  [17:  Ibid. p.25.] 

Next, Prometheus is visited by Io a formerly human woman, now half-transformed into a cow by Zeus in an attempt to hide his affair with her from his wife, Hera.[footnoteRef:18] Io also is forever followed by a swarm of flies of which were sent by Hera to follow and sting Io wherever she goes.[footnoteRef:19] Through his power of foresight, Prometheus tells Io about her future, stating that she will have ‘encircled the earth many times’ before the end of her life.[footnoteRef:20] He elaborates by stating that she will see many different ways of life, he lists a number of these groups, and the different ways each one will behave towards herself and other outsiders.[footnoteRef:21] The final Group which Prometheus states that Io will come across are arguably the most important. A group of soldiers; formerly of a democratic state who now operate more like a ‘broken herd than a healthy army’ another group of armed men, perhaps the victorious militia that reduced these men to this state in the first place, will pelt the herd with stones whilst they attempt to drink from a river,[footnoteRef:22] the survivors will be sold into slavery.[footnoteRef:23] The key point to note here is that this herd was once a civilised race, not too dissimilar from Io’s own state, turned from a human into an animal, though in the instance of the herd it is less of a physical change to their beings and instead a mental devolution. However, this point this is trying to convey is that civilised states break down and reduce other civilised communities in order to establish their own power. The point that this script is trying to make remains the same, power turns humans against each other, the foundation of which tyranny is built upon. A point which Aristotle states that is common under tyrannies.[footnoteRef:24] [18:  Ibid. p.28.]  [19:  Ibid. p.26.]  [20:  Ibid. p.39.]  [21:  Ibid. p.40.]  [22:  Ibid. p.40.]  [23:  Ibid. p.41.]  [24:  Aristotle, Politics, p. 381.] 

Later, Prometheus tells Io of her death in great detail, he states that Io will die immediately after giving birth to Zeus’ son when the flies will swarm her, they will sting her and she will inevitably bleed to death; the ultimate result of her punishment under Hera.[footnoteRef:25] After learning this, Io runs away from Prometheus screaming ‘I cannot speak. I cannot hear you. ‘I cannot stay’.[footnoteRef:26] Interestingly, Io and Prometheus share a bond, in that both have been cursed to suffer by the Gods. This is the result of both of them committing to actions which are considered to be defying the Gods though both of their actions are very different. Here, the point which Aeschylus may be trying to make is that tyrants come in many forms, different tyrants may inflict different punishments for different actions, and the ones that suffer are always the ones beneath them. This is certainly the case with Io, despite Zeus’ actions in having an affair with her, Io is the one to suffer Hera’s wrath, whilst there is no mention of Zeus suffering at all. This could be attributed both to Zeus’ power, and also Hera’s love for Zeus, regardless of the reason why, the point still stands that the mortal suffers whilst the God or ruler does not; an attribute often visible in human tyrannies. Another point which is apparent in this encounter is the different ways in which people cope with their suffering under tyranny. Not too dissimilar from the aforementioned encounter with the Ocean, who coped by becoming loyal to Zeus. Io instead copes with the tyranny by constantly moving, forever trying to escape the flies which follow here wherever she goes, and when she hears the reality of what will become of her, she yet again runs from the inescapable truth which follows her, this time in the form of Prometheus, and still the flies which will kill her. This is important to note because under tyrannical rule many do make attempts to flee their rulers and the punishments which are inflicted upon them. This contrasts to Prometheus who suffers the opposite punishment, he is instead forced to remain by his rock, though this is by no extent a choice of his own, Prometheus’ stubborn perspective on Zeus is as immovable as himself. This could be symbolic of the fact that when faced with tyranny, those who are under threat of the ruler have two choices; they either stay true to their beliefs and oppose the tyrant, or they run from the reality which they are faced with. [25:  Ibid. p.48.]  [26:  Ibid. p.48.] 

After Io leaves, Prometheus has yet another conversation with the seabirds. In this interaction he maintains his stance that Zeus will fall from power, in fact he elaborates upon this by stating that Zeus will be overthrown by his ‘inevitable son who is always better than his father.’[footnoteRef:27] Once more, Prometheus is adamant that Zeus will fall, maintaining the perspective which he has held from the very beginning. However, there may be a slight glimmer of hypocrisy in Prometheus as he also states that he may tell Zeus the name of the woman who gives birth to his successor, should Zeus free him from his suffering.[footnoteRef:28] While this itself is not hypocritical, should Prometheus tell Zeus this information and gain Zeus’ favour, he may well become no different to the Ocean which he criticised for becoming corruptly loyal to Zeus. Additionally, though there is a further point to be made on this, being that Prometheus has just had his discussion with Io, where he informs her that she will give birth to Zeus’ son, it is highly likely that this is the very child that he mentions in this discussion. Ironically enough, in Greek Mythology, this is exactly how Zeus came to power to begin with, killing his own father, Cronus. Betrayal within families was a key theme in many Ancient Greek stories, not only in the form of sons killing fathers, such is the case in plays such as Oedipus, but additionally in other forms such as brothers killing brothers also.[footnoteRef:29] With this in mind, it would seem that the theme of betrayal for power is once more not solely a concept derived from the imagination, but quite possibly an ingrained ideology in the minds of the people of Ancient Greece, a direct result of the actions of their Gods. [27:  Ibid. p.55.]  [28:  Ibid. p.55.]  [29:  Scott, From democrats to kings, p.58.] 

The final being to approach Prometheus is Hermes, Zeus’ messenger. Hermes attempts to convince Prometheus to give his loyalty to Zeus. Hermes tells him ‘You must become as obedient and dependable as a star. Perhaps we’ll let you shine as brightly. No more stealing from the Gods!’[footnoteRef:30] This makes it clear that Hermes believes that Zeus can be forgiving towards Prometheus, should Prometheus prove his loyalty. Quickly it becomes clear that Hermes wishes to know about the premonition Prometheus had about Zeus’ son who will overthrow him. Prometheus refuses to provide the names of the mother and child which would lead to Zeus’ downfall. Instead Prometheus insults Hermes, maintaining his stubborn mindset, he states ‘how ignorant you Gods are! You think you are standing still. Your feet and mine are sinking in the same drifts.[footnoteRef:31] This statement shows that Prometheus believes that Zeus and all who serve him will eventually meet the same inevitable fate as himself, one of eternal suffering where there is no escape. Aristotle states that ‘fear is the motive of faction with those who have inflicted wrong and are afraid of being punished.’[footnoteRef:32] In this case, Zeus realises that he has inflicted wrong, and fears the consequences inflicted upon him by his own future son. One example which supports Aristotle’s point in our own world, would be the Greek ruler Pheidon, who was notoriously brutal towards his people, and would ultimately be overthrown.[footnoteRef:33]  [30:  Aeschylus. Prometheus Bound. p.59.]  [31:  Ibid. p.62.]  [32:  Aristotle, Politics, p. 381.]  [33:  Edmund Stewart, ‘The Tyrant’s Progress: The Meaning of ΤΥΡΑΝΝΟΣ in Plato and Aristotle’, Polis, The Journal for Ancient Greek AND ROMAN Political Thought, 38, (2021) 208–236. p.210.] 

In conclusion, Prometheus Bound shows that Aeschylus views tyranny in a negative light. It shows how tyranny corrupts not only the ruler, but the people who follow them. It also shows how the concept of Gods, at least in Greek mythology are tyrannical by nature, restricting the capabilities of humanity, and other beings whilst they themselves are allowed total power. What stands out in Prometheus Bound is the ever present wrath of Zeus, even though he is never seen within the script. This is important as it represents the ever watching eye that tyranny is able to impose over the people of the state. Whilst Lowell’s version very likely has some of his own thoughts and ideas presented within the story, it must be noted that they well reflect the perspective provided by Aeschylus; that Tyranny causes those who attempt to do good to suffer, whilst those who become corrupted can walk somewhat freely, though the question still remains; are those individuals ever truly free from the ever watching eye of their ruler?
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