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Plato’s Divine Comedy. The Comic, Epic and Historical Catabasis of the Protagoras

1A Plato, Protagoras 314c-314e
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Having agreed on this, we set out. When we got to the
doorway we stood there discussing some point which had
come up along the road and which we didn’t want to leave
unsettled before we went in. So we were standing there in
the doorway discussing it until we reached an agreement,
and I think the doorman, a eunuch, overheard us. He must
have been annoyed with all the traffic of sophists in and
out of the house, because when we knocked he opened the
door, took one look at us and said, “Ha! More sophists!
He’s busy.” Then he slammed the door in our faces with
both hands as hard as he could. We knocked again, and he
answered through the locked door, “Didn’t you hear me
say he’s busy?” “My good man,” I said, “we haven’t come
to see Callias, and we are not sophists. Calm down. We
want to see Protagoras. That’s why we’ve come. So please

announce us.” Eventually he opened the door for us.

DICAEOPOLIS Now’s the time to gain a sturdy heart,
and make a visit to Euripides. (He knocks on Euripides’
door) Boy! Boy!

SLAVE (opening the door a crack) Who’s that?

D. Is Euripides at home?

S. He’s home and not at home, if you get my point.

D. Home and not at home—how can that be?

S. It’s straightforward, old sir. His mind, being outside
collecting versicles, is not at home, while he himself is at
home, with his feet up, composing tragedy.

D. Thrice-blessed Euripides, that your slave renders you
so convincingly! Ask him to come out.

S. Quite impossible. (He shuts the door)

D. Do it anyway.Well, I won’t leave; I’ll keep knocking
on the door. Euripides! Dear Euripides, answer, if ever
you answered any mortal. Dicacopolis of Cholleidai calls
you—"tis I.

EURIPIDES (from within) I’'m busy.

D. Then have yourself wheeled out.

E. Quite impossible.
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D. Do it anyway.
E. All right, I’1l have myself wheeled out; I’ve no time to
get up. (Euripides is revealed reclining on a couch).

When we went in we found Protagoras walking in the
portico flanked by two groups. On one side were Callias,
son of Hipponicus, and his brother on his mother’s side,
Paralus, son of Pericles, and Charmides, son of Glaucon.
On the other side were Pericles’ other son, Xanthippus,
Philippides, son of Philomelus, and Antimoerus of
Mende, Protagoras’ star pupil who is studying
professionally to become a sophist. Following behind and
trying to listen to what was being said were a group of
what seemed to be mostly foreigners, men whom
Protagoras collects from the various cities he travels
through. He enchants them with his voice like Orpheus,
and they follow the sound of his voice in a trance. There
were some locals also in this chorus, whose dance simply
delighted me when I saw how beautifully they took care
never to get in Protagoras’ way. When he turned around
with his flanking groups, the audience to the rear would
split into two in a very orderly way and then circle around
to either side and form up again behind him. It was quite

lovely.

And then I perceived (as Homer says) Hippias of Elis, on
a high seat in the other side of the colonnade. Seated on
benches around him were Eryximachus, son of
Acumenus, Phaedrus of Myrrhinus, Andron, son of
Androtion, a number of Elians and a few other foreigners.
They seemed to be asking Hippias questions on
astronomy and physics, and he, from his high seat, was

answering each of their questions point by point.
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And not only that, but I saw Tantalus too, for Prodicus of
Ceos was also in town. He was in a room which
Hipponicus had formerly used for storage, but because of
the number of visitors Callias had cleared it out and made
it into a guest room. Prodicus was still in bed and looked
to be bundled up in a pile of sheepskin fleeces and
blankets. Seated on couches next to him were Pausanias
from Cerames, and with Pausanias a fairly young boy,
well-bred I would say, and certainly good-looking. I think
I heard his name is Agathon, and I wouldn’t be surprised
if he were Pausanias’ young love. So this boy was there,

and the two Adeimantuses, sons of Cepis and

Leucolophides, and there seemed to be some others. What
they were talking about I couldn’t tell from outside, even
though I really wanted to hear Prodicus, a man who in my
opinion is godlike in his universal knowledge. But his
voice is so deep that it set up a reverberation in the room
that blurred what was being said. We had just arrived
when along came Alcibiades the Beautiful (as you call

him, and I’m not arguing) and Critias son of Callaeschrus.

“After him I became aware of gigantic Orion, [...]

I also saw Tantalos suffering painful torment,

as he stood in a pool, the water lapping his chin:

he was maddened with thirst, yet couldn’t ever reach it,

for whenever the old fellow bent down to drink

the water was sucked down and vanished, and around

his feet the black earth appeared, dried up by some god.

Trees too, high and leafy, hung top-heavy with fruit—

pears, pomegranates, boughs laden with shining apples,

sweet figs, a profusion of olives. But every time

the old man reached out to grasp them, a gust of wind

would whirl them aloft toward the shadowy clouds.

“I also saw Sisyphos suffering most painful torment,

as he labored to raise a huge stone with his two bare hands:

scrambling with hands and feet he’d try to push it

up to the crest of the hill; but when he was on the point

of getting it over the top, its weight would defeat him:

bumpity back to the plain the shameless stone would

clatter.

Yet he kept straining and heaving, while the sweat
streamed down

from his limbs, and the dust rose swirling around his head.

“After him I became aware of powerful Heraklgs,
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