Aeschylus’ Palici
Aeschylus’ Aetnae(ae) provides our earliest witness to the myths surrounding the twin Sicel divinities known as the Palici: according to Macrobius’ summary (5.19.17-19) the twins’ mother, having been impregnated by Zeus, fears reprisal from Hera and prays to be swallowed by the earth, from which the twins are subsequently born. But Macrobius’ summary of Aeschylus is not the only version of the internment: according to the testimony of Silenus (FGrHist 175, F3) and Servius (ad Aen. 9.581), the twins themselves are interred without their mother, an event that is no doubt subsequent to their birth.
Other details indicate that Aeschylus has taken at least minor liberties with the mythological tradition. Macrobius and Theophilus (FGrHist 573, 1) report that he supplies the twins with a Greek genealogy (from no less than Zeus himself), and, in the sole substantial fragment of the play, a Greek etymology for the name Palici (from πάλιν ἱκέϲθαι, TrGF 6) is proposed. Such details are unlikely to be native to the Sicel tradition, but, considered as innovations, they are consistent with the origins of the play: Aetnae(ae), after all, was commissioned for production in Sicily, and, as Dougherty (1999) argues, reflects the Hellenizing agenda of the tyrant Hiero. 

This paper discusses the Aeschylean fragment alongside a variety of other testimonia for the myth and cult of the Palici, and pursues the uncertainty regarding the internment. Its primary purpose is to expose a contradiction: while Macrobius’ mythological summary suggests that Aeschylus inters the pregnant mother, he also preserves the play’s sole substantial fragment. But implicit in that fragment, I argue, is the suggestion that the twins undergo a katabasis of sorts, and that the myth represented in the play therefore bears some affinity with the variation in which the children alone are interred. Macrobius, in other words, says one thing but produces evidence to say another. There is no single or straightforward solution, and navigating the various possibilities—that Aeschylus innovates, for example, or that Macrobius summarizes inaccurately—requires close examination of the available evidence for the Palici. There is some support, it turns out, for the possibility that the tradition of the Palici involves katabasis, and that a reevaluation of what we thought we knew about the play is warranted. 
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