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PROMETHEUS CHAINED 

after a painting by Riva Leviten 

to be read with Beethoven's Prometheus Variations, 
Op 35 (sections of the poem alternating with the 
Variations) 

1 
The gods did not do this blasphemous thing: 
the Titan banished to the mountain heights, 
draped in iron chains to a platform of oak, 
eyes closed, a shadowed hulk unseeing, hunched 
like an animal in some hunter's cruel trap- 

this deed was not the grim command of Zeus, 
Poseidon did not stir from ocean trench; 
Mars did not polish his shield, nor Athena hers. 
Blame not jealous Hera, nor Vulcan's forge, 
despite the dark treachery of metal work. 
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2 
They did this. They put him here - 
those little creatures with the monkey eyes, 
the ones with all those fingers fluttering. 
Someone said he made them from lumps of clay. 
Prometheus didn't. He found them scampering 
from tree to cavern to waterhole, 
a fornicating horde of unformed talents, 
flea-bitten, screeching, night-chilled, 
terrified of lion, wolf and vulture. 
They ate whatever the earth provided 
or whatever dead thing no jackal touched. 
They sang as they shared their pitiful raw feasts. 
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3 
Some mornings one of them did not awaken. 
Some mornings an infant stopped breathing. 
They ate their dead silently 

so the vultures would not get them. 
Those were the days they did not sing. 
They walked about silently 
gnawing on bones whose shapes 

disturbed them. 
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4 
The solitary Titan, 

outcast among the gods 
and last of his kind, 
sat quietly and watched them. 

They took him for part 
of the landscape, a hillock, 

a man-shaped terrain 
in whose shadow they rested. 

He watched their women, 
their young at play, 
their ritual matings 

en masse beneath the moonlight. 
The songs they sang 

the skin drum rhythming - 
the struggle toward harmony 
pleased him. 
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5 
Prometheus considered the gods- 
their arrogance, amours, wars and jealousies, 
the way they fought for dominance - 
no room for Titans in their universe! - 

and he had thought: 
there is as much god in these monkey-things 
as there is monkiness among the gods. 

And so the great idea had come to him. 
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6 
Cursed be the day he thought of it! 
Whatever was he thinking? 
He made himself visible to all of them. 
One morning the sheltering hill 
'bent down, and opened its two 

great blue eyes, 
forming a face and two extended hands, 
bridging their language of grunts and nouns 
with the pure Attic of Olympus. 

They ran screaming. He waited. 
He called them back in mother words, 
fatherly admonitions. He shook an oak 
until the acorns covered the ground. 
He pulled up edible tubers, found fruit, 
laid forth the bounty of things 

it was safe to eat. 

One by one, they came. They tasted, 
ate and slept as he gently taught them 
what of the earth was wholesome 
and what dark herbs belonged 

in Pluto's garden. 

He showed them the seed, and the seedling, 
and the furrow, and the harvest watch, 
and the sweet sunrise of waving grain. 
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7 
If he had left it there, 
they would have been but farming apes. 
But oh, no, he could not bear their hunger, 
their night fears, their mindless worship 
of sun and moon and lights in the sky. 

So he took one boy aside, 
taught him all the words of the gods, 
and showed him how to make a fire. 

But what is fire for? the stripling asked, 
trembling at the torch he held. 
Prometheus answered: 

That which cannot be eaten 
fire transforms into food. 
The beast you now fear 
will fear you when it sees the flame. 
The other secrets, you will discover. 
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8 
The memory turns to gall 
as the Titan shifts in his chains. 
Fire he gave them forged those chains. 
Fire he gave them melted the tar 
with which they blacked his bronzed limbs. 
Now they are spewing oil 

from Pluto's kingdom; 
they mine heavy metals 
even Vulcan will not touch. 
They will ascend the mountain soon 
with gasoline, and napalm, 
or something onimous 
they call a "thermonuclear device" 
to dispose of him once and for all. 

Presumptuous monkeys! 
they claim they have pried apart 
the indivisible atom! 
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