Necessity, Mortality and the Cosmic Hierarchy of the Alcestis
This paper relates the struggles of mortals against their natural limitations, as depicted in the Alcestis, to traditional accounts of contenders for power within the cosmic hierarchy, as narrated in Archaic epic and the Prometheus Bound. As Detienne and Vernant (1978) have demonstrated, Zeus first comes to power and reigns supreme because he is a master of both cunning (metis) and force (bie), with which he binds his challengers and neutralizes the threats they pose; I argue that Herakles, likewise, proves the most successful opponent of Death and Necessity (Ananke) in the Alcestis, because of his ability as a wrestler to bind his opponents using skill and the strength of his arms. Although it is widely accepted that Herakles’ victory over Death serves as an allegorical precursor to his apotheosis (Burkert 1979: 78-98; Shapiro 1983: 7-12)—and thus, his upward movement within the cosmic hierarchy—the actual means by which Herakles defeats Death in Euripides’ play has received relatively little attention. 

Zeus gains supremacy over the other gods by conquering his father Kronos “by craft and by force” (Th. 496), and he cements his rule by swallowing the goddess Metis, the embodiment of cunning (Th. 888ff.). Furthermore, the bonds with which Zeus constrains challengers to his rule are called anankai, “necessities” (A. Pr. 108, cf. Th. 615-616; Schreckenberg 1964), and they embody both techne and bia. So, for example, Hephaestus, who, in the Odyssey, catches Aphrodite and Ares in his bed with bonds that are “unbreakable,” “inescapable” and “crafty” (Od. 8.274-274, 296-7), also combines craft and force to bind Prometheus to the rock in the Prometheus Bound (techne: 47, 87; bia: 15, 74) in accordance with Zeus’ commands. 

In the prologue of Alcestis, Apollo introduces these very themes of hierarchical conflict and binding. First, he recalls Zeus’ punishment of his son Asklepios, who transgressed mortal limitations when he brought a dead man back to life; then, he tells of his revenge: he killed the Cyclopes who made Zeus’ lightning bolts—the symbols of Zeus’ sovereignty—and as a result further drew Zeus’ wrath. His punishment, he explains, was “compulsory” servitude (ἠνάγκασεν, Alc. 7) to Admetos. Apollo and his son are thus subject to the forces of Necessity that keep both mortals and gods in their respective places. 

Herakles alone is able to challenge the forces of ananke in the Alcestis. Necessity, personified in this play as a goddess who carries out Zeus’ will (978-979), grasps the mourning Admetos in the “inescapable bonds of her hands” (984). In response, Herakles ambushes Death and chokes him in the similarly inescapable “circle” of his hands (847), until Death restores Alcestis to life. The contest is a wrestling match, and wrestling is precisely the combat sport associated with both technical proficiency and physical strength. Moreover, Herakles’ ability to use the power of the bond marks him, like Zeus, as a figure of both craft and force. According to conventional narratives of mortals’ and gods’ struggles to move upward within the cosmic hierarchy, Herakles’ victory over the necessity of death, using both force and cunning, suggests why he is ultimately able to overcome the powers that pin all other mortals down.
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