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 Singing the Body Imaginative 

                      The Elemental Flesh in Alan Moore’s Promethea 

       By Jennifer K. Stuller 

  

 

“I am Promethea, art’s fiercest spark. I am all inspiration…All 

desire…Imagination’s blaze in mankind’s dark. I am Promethea.” 

                                   -Sophie Bangs 

 

             “If she didn’t exist, we’d have to invent her.” 

                                    -Alan Moore 
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 I’ve been inspired to reorganize, re-experience, and awaken to the world. My 

perceptual changes are recent, and have been achieved by attending—and attuning—to 

the world in a variety of ways, including; meditation, philosophy, mysticism, and even 

comic books. Comics may seem an odd source for epiphanies or enlightenment, but I 

believe they have the power to teach us deep lessons about who we are, and about our 

relationships with the world we live in.  

 Comics take two forms of storytelling—visual and literary—and do more than 

simply “juxtapose” them. They integrate image and word to create an experience more in 

tune with the way we actually inhabit the world—not through the fantasy aspect of 

course, but because seeing and thinking work together to create perception and 

experience.  



 3

To illustrate this further I will use Alan Moore’s Promethea,
1
 a comic narrative 

that is about breaking down perceptual boundaries in order to experience the world anew, 

as a way to explore, and perhaps even understand, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of 

the Flesh and the Chiasm or “crossing.” Promethea will therefore be a point of entry for 

talking about that which is difficult to articulate, the something larger, the cosmic, the 

visceral, the immaterial, the magical, the Flesh.  

I’ll start with a description of the Promethea story, briefly cover Moore’s 

intention for the series, and then move into how Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the Flesh 

works itself through the Promethea story. In closing, I’ll suggest that Promethea is an 

embodiment of the Flesh. Her presence in the world can enable us to live in the Chiasm, 

because Promethea, as a narrative, and Promethea as a superhero, reminds us that there is 

something deeper in the world, something that connects us that we can not quite 

articulate, but that we have somehow gotten ourselves away from.  

What would the world look like if we opened up or expanded our perceptions of 

it? What would it feel like? Promethea will show us.  

 

An Introduction to the Living Story  

                                                
1
 Moore, Alan. Promethea Series Issues 1-32. Illustrated by J.H. Williams III., Mick Gray 

and Todd Klein. La Jolla, CA.: America’s Best Comics (a division of Wildstorm), 1999-

2004. 
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 In 1999, Alan Moore introduced us to a “living story.” 

Imagination was made real through the name Promethea—a feminine persona adopted 

generationally by artists and writers. Comic pioneer and historian, Trina Robbins, wrote 

in a letter to Alan Moore that, “Promethea is what Wonder Woman would be if she 

hadn’t been destroyed by generations of idiots”
2
—an apt commentary on the state of 

female superheroes in modern mythology and the power of Promethea to change this. 

 We come to know Promethea through the character of Sophie Bangs, a young 

woman who lives in late 20
th

 Century Manhattan—or at least a version of it. As her part 

in the Promethea story begins (the place were we as reader also start) she is researching a 

term paper on a mysterious figure named Promethea, a superheroine that has appeared in 

poems, newspaper strips and comic books since the 18
th

 Century. 

But the Promethea story goes back much further than the 1700s, and actually starts in 

Alexandria in the year  411 A.D. with a father and a daughter. The father is a hermetic 

scholar murdered by an angry mob, but before his death he ensures that his daughter, 

Promethea will be protected by the gods, who in turn ensure that she will eternally live on 

in spirit. 

                                                
2
 Robbins, Trina. Letter to Alan Moore. “Imaginary Lines.” Promethea #3. La Jolla, CA.: 

America’s Best Comics, October 1999. 
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“Promethea became a living story, growing up in the realm that all dreams and stories 

come from”—a place that’s known in this story’s mythos as “The Immateria.” 

“Sometimes, she’d wander into the imagination of mortals.”
3
 And these mortals, who 

were poets, illustrators, and cartoonists would channel Promethea. Some would become 

her, some would project her identity onto their lovers. Sophie becomes Promethea 

through acts of writing poetry. Creativity is an act of sacred power. 

 We get to meet all the Promethea’s in 

Moore’s story. Each are loosely based on actual comic creators, including Margaret 

Brundage, who illustrated covers in the 1930s  for the pulp magazine, “Weird Tales,” and 

William Moulton Marston, the original writer of Wonder Woman. All incarnations of the 

original spirit reside in the Immateria and help Sophie to learn about the nature of 

existence and her role as Promethea—a spirit whose gifts include the superhero standards 

of flying, trademark outfit and totem. But Promethea has unconventional characteristics 

as well including, knowledge, love, compassion and curiosity. Her weapon is the 

Imagination, her training is in creativity.   

Sefirot and Tarot 

                                                
3
 Both quotes from Promethea Issue #1 “The Radiant Heavenly City.”  
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      The Promethea series explores “reality” 

through a combination of mystical and magical approaches, including Kabbalah and 

Tarot. Andrew D. Arnold pointed out in an article for TIME, that “where most 

conventional superhero books present some sort of evil to be overcome, this series 

depicts the overcoming of reality.”
4
 I argue that the Promethean quest is not necessarily 

an overcoming of reality, but a return to things as they really are. Then again, how things 

“really are” is always subjective, and often deeply personal—which is perhaps the 

greatest lesson of the series. As Promethea herself points out in the final issue, “the only 

reality we can ever truly know is that of our own perceptions, our own consciousness, 

while that consciousness, and thus our entire reality, is made of nothing but signs and 

symbols, nothing but language.”
5
 As I wrote in the beginning of this paper, sign and 

symbol (or word and image) work together to create an understanding of our experience 

with the world.
6
  

                                                
4
 Arnold, Andrew D. “Pow! Biff! Enlightenment! : Time.comix on Alan Moore’s 

‘Promethea’ Friday, Nov. 22, 2002 

 
5
 Moore, Alan. Promethea. Issue #32, “Universe” 

6
 For more on the ways in which image and word work together to create a new form of 

language in the comic narrative see Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics. 
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Sophie explores perception throughout the thirty-two issue run—thirty-two being a 

combination of the number of paths of wisdom in Kabbalah plus the number of attributes 

of god. In issues numbered thirteen through twenty-three, Sophie and her Promethic 

predecessor, Barbara, go on a journey through the Immateria—the realm of the 

Imagination. This ten-issue story arc follows the Kabbalic sefirot, also known as the 

“Tree of Life,” and each issue is dedicated to one of the ten sefirah both in color and 

emotion. The two Prometheas explore each sefirah as if it were a real place and through 

their journey come to know both god and themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Magic and Moore  
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 But Promethea is not a religious story. Alan 

Moore intended for the series to be a “visionary odyssey” based on magic. In an 

interview with the Onion AV Club he described magic as “something from nothing, 

which includes rabbits out of hats, it includes the creation of the universe from a quantum 

vacuum, or it includes how a comic comes into being from me sitting in an armchair with 

a completely blank mind. It's all of this. Any given creativity is magic.”
7
  

Richard Reynolds in his seminal work, Superheroes: A Modern Mythology, expounds 

on the use of magic in the comics medium, noting that it is often closely associated with 

science. Indeed, in Moore’s comic, the superheroes of his alternate New York are 

referred to not as “Magicians,” but as “Science-Heroes.” Reynolds writes that “superhero 

comics offer ‘scientific magic’ at every turn – rockets, robots, mutants – but they are also 

adept at offering a more traditional view of magic based on myth and religion.”
8
  

He argues that in comics, science is often used as an alibi for magic, and though Alan 

Moore gives a nod to this genre staple with his use of the term “science-heroes,” he is 

also unabashed in his use of the magical. Moore says these elements are used, “not in 

terms of magic being a doorway to some strange mad dimension full of angels and 

                                                
7
 Moore, Alan. Interview with The Onion AV Club. October 24, 2001. Vol. 37 Issue 38 

8
 Reynolds, Richard. Superheroes: A Modern Mythology. 
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demons and gods, although, yes, [in Promethea] there is a lot of that. But I think 

primarily, magic is simply a new way of seeing the ordinary universe that surrounds us, 

and ourselves as creatures in that universe. . . Promethea is about very human things, 

even though I'm using a superheroic vessel to convey those things.”
9
  

Moore urges readers to use Promethea as a tool to explore the magical nature of 

existence in their own unique ways, and argues that spirituality and magic are profoundly 

personal journeys. He hopes that Promethea will inspire people to recognize that there are 

a variety of ways to explore the kind of rich world we all have inside us, and that we 

shouldn’t be limited by choosing science over religion.  

The Fifth Element 

 What Moore calls “Magic,” 

philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty refers to as “Flesh.” The Flesh is difficult to define, 

and even Merleau-Ponty had trouble finding the appropriate words with which to talk 

about his ideas. With the chapter, “The Intertwining—The Chiasm,” from his last and 

unfinished book, The Visible and the Invisible, he attempted to create a language for 

talking about the profound nature of an embodied Being. Instead of using terms like 

                                                
9
 Moore, Alan. Interview with The Onion AV Club 



 10

“magic,” “cosmic consciousness,” “enlightenment,” or “god,” he chose the term “Flesh” 

to begin a discussion of his ideas about the experiences of being and embodiment.  He 

argued that the concept was elemental, much like the ancient Greeks thought earth, water, 

fire, and air were elemental. Here is a brief example of an attempted definition by 

Merleau-Ponty: 

“The flesh is not matter, is not mind, is not substance. To designate it, we should 

need the old term “element,” in the sense that it was used to speak of water, air, 

earth, and fire, that is, in the sense of a general thing, midway between the spatio-

temporal individual and the idea, a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of 

being wherever there is a fragment of being. The flesh is in this sense an 

“element” of Being.”
10

  

 

 So what is The Flesh? To my understanding, it is that which is both kinesthetically 

and viscerally perceived. Merleau-Ponty writes that it is a “a message at the same time 

indecipherable and evident.”
11

 We know it exists but we can’t say how, or we say it in 

many ways—sometimes so many that we lose touch with what IT really is. It is not 

touchable, nor is it intangible. We use ideas and bodies to express and convey it. It IS 

there (and it is here) “behind the sounds or between them, behind the lights or between 

them, recognizable through their always special, always unique manner of entrenching 

themselves behind them.”
12

 The Flesh is then the coexistence of the visible and the 

invisible. It is material and immaterial. It is word and image. It is a sense, and an 

undeniable knowing. It is Promethea.   

 

Promethea as Embodied Flesh and the Apocalypse as Chiasm 

                                                
10

 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Visible and the Invisible. Trans. Lingis, Alphonso. 

Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1973. Page 139.  
11

 Merleau-Ponty. Page 131 
12

 Merleau-Ponty. Page 151 
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In the Translator’s Preface to The Visible and the Invisible, Alphonso Lingis points 

out that the “invisible” is universal essence, the “visible” is the here and now and the 

“chiasm” is the place where the invisible is captured in the visible.
13

 If we attempt to 

understand these theories visually, they would look something like the following 

diagrams:
14

  

 

As we see in the preceding images, the visible and the invisible are separate, yet in 

the crossing they come together to create something spectacular, profound, and spiritual, 

something that can’t be reduced to its parts. Just as in the Promethea story, the Immateria 

is the essence of the material world and each realm, though separate, exists within the 

other.
15

 Here we see how Promethea as a story, and as a character, is a poignant model to 

use for discussing these complex phenomenological issues. 

By viewing the comic narrative as a chiasm we also see the same effect 

of the single that is also double with the seemingly opposed categories of word and 

                                                
13

 Lingis, Alphonso. “Translator’s Preface” to The Visible and the Invisible. Page  
14

 Thank you to Phillip Thurtle for the original diagram and to Ryan Wilkerson for 

helping me to expand the illustrated concept.  
15

 The Immateria and the material world can be easily be read as the invisible and visible 

respectively.  
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image.  As Christine Hoff Kramer wrote in her essay “Promethea: Comics as a Spiritual 

Tool”  

 

“the comics medium is ideal for [philosophical] material. Though as adults, we no 

longer need our stories to come with pictures in order to understand them, the 

emotional impact of visual art touches us on a deeper level. Something about the 

primal wordlessness of images speaks to our subconscious as well as our conscious 

minds. . . Pictures can therefore subtly show what words are only able to describe. By 

combining a verbal message with complimentary images in a style of art that evokes 

and reinforces the same message, multi-level communication becomes possible. . . , 

the use of multiple kinds of communication (both visual and linguistic) makes 

possible experiences of an intensity that may be difficult to achieve otherwise.”
16

 

 

I actually believe that in the case of the phenomenological issues addressed in this 

paper that we in fact do need our stories to come with pictures—or at least our abstract 

concepts. The multi-level communication that Kraemer describes serves to enhance our 

understanding of otherwise inexpressible ideas.
17

 This is applicable not only to stories, 

but to emotions and philosophies. Otherwise, how do we even begin to articulate the 

visceral? With Promethea, Alan Moore draws on a multitude of disciplines in an already 

layered genre in order to make sense of the something that IS but cannot easily be 

defined. He uses word and image to evoke the visceral. And indeed, graphic novels 

represent their own form of the chiasm, serving as a crossing between visual and literary 

forms of storytelling.  

                                                
16

 Kraemer, Christine Hoff. “Promethea: Comics as Spiritual Tool. 

http://eroomnala.bravepages.com/Kraemer.html 

 
17

 Again, see Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics for more on how word and image 

come to together to create a new language.  
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We can also use the concept of the chiasm to explore ideas about 

masculinity and femininity. It has been argued that female super and action heroes such 

as Promethea are only enacting masculinity, rather than acting as heroes in their own 

right. Jeffrey A. Brown argues that this is a misconception in his essay, “Gender, 

Sexuality, and Toughness: The Bad Girls of Action Film and Comic Books.” He writes 

that “any critique that takes the unusualness of the female character as its starting point is 

likely to become mired in a language of ‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness’” and is therefore 

unnecessarily—and unproductively—reductionist.
18

 

Brown suggests that an alternative interpretation would allow us to see male and   

female as reconciled in a single body. This interpretation would be 

“capable of accounting for both the [presumably masculine] toughness and the 

[typically feminine] sexiness of action heroines that does not deny the engendered 

elements of these traits but incorporates them into a solitary figure that effectively 

critiques the very notion of stable gender identities. The action heroine does enact 

both masculinity and femininity. But rather than swapping a biological identity for a 

performative one, she personifies a unity of disparate traits in a single figure.”
19

 

  

Once again we can understand this unity through a Promethean example, specifically 

in the character of William Woolcott, who was the artist/writer who held the mantle from 

1941-1970.
20

 According to the mythos, the former Classics teacher “was an intensely 

                                                
18

 Brown, Jeffrey A. “Gender, Sexuality, and Toughness: The Bad Girls of Action Film 

and Comic Books” in Action Chicks: New Images of Tough Women in Popular Culture, 

ed. By Inness, Sherrie A. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. Page 49. 
19

 Brown, Jeffrey A. Page 49. 
20

 It is also mentioned in issue #7, by the character of Bill Woolcott that he “worked on 

and was Promethea longer than anyone, ’39 through ’69!” I’ve found no reason for the 
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private man who many later feminist critics of comics have applauded (with some 

reservations) for the genuine female sensibility which he imparted to the character.”
21

 

 Woolcott drew “Promethea with so much passion that, to 

his surprise, he [could] physically become [her].”
22

 As Promethea, Bill, or rather “Miss 

Bill,” as he is referred to in the Immateria, rises above the limitations of an either/or 

gendered body, allowing the body itself to serve as a chiasm.  

 The disparate traits unified by Promethea include more than gender divisions, her 

body is vessel of crossing that unifies heaven and earth, knowing and being. Lingis says 

of this notion of the crossing that, “this chiasm effected across the substance of the flesh 

is the inaugural event of visibility.”
23

 In Promethea this inaugural event is brought about 

through an apocalypse, which is not the end of the world—but rather the end of the world 

as we currently perceive it. Promethea, as an embodiment of the Flesh, is able to become 

a crossing that reveals the space where imagination and body meet. And Sophie, as the 

                                                                                                                                            

discrepancy but have chosen for the purposes of this paper to use the mythos laid out in 

the Introduction to the series.  
21

 Moore, Alan. “The Promethea Puzzle: An Adventure in Folklore.” Introduction to 

Promethea: Collected Edition Book 1. La Jolla, CA. : America’s Best Comics, 2000. The 

reference here to “feminist critics of comics” is most likely a nod to comic historian, 

Trina Robbins, who has done extensive chronicling of women writers, artists and 

characters in comics. She has praised the feminist agenda of William Mouton Marston, 

the real-life creator of Wonder Woman and the man that Woolcott is loosely based on. 
22

 Moore, Alan. Promethea. Issue # 7 “Rocks and Hard Places” 
23

 Lingis, Alphonso. “Translator’s Preface” to The Visible and the Invisible.  
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chosen mystic, becomes the chiasm, the crossing, the vessel that integrates what we can 

and can not see.
24

  

With more traditional symbolism the concept of the chiasm can be recognized in the 

axis mundi,
25

 a symbol that frequents Moore’s story. We see it first through Hermes, one 

of the gods that saves young Promethea and takes her to the Immateria. In ancient Greek 

mythology Hermes is a messenger, as well as the god of boundaries and those who cross 

or transcend them.
26

 He is also associated with inventing or bringing fire, much like 

another figure from Greek myth, Prometheus.
27

 We see both these traditional 

mythological figures and their signature aspects paralleled in Promethea. Moore’s mystic 

heroine is the bringer of light, a messenger, and represents the crossing between realms. 

Her totem is that of Hermes—the caduceus, a herald’s staff entwined by two snakes, 

which is itself symbolic of an axis mundi.
28

  

                                                
24

 Keeping with the Kabbalic theme of the story, Sophie is a mystic much like Gershom 

Scholem wrote of in his text, On the Kabbalah and it’s Symbolism. New York: Schocken 

Books, 1996. She opens up the “symbolic dimensions,” “transforms religious authority,” 

and “symbolism is the instrument of this transformation.” Page 22.   
25

 The axis mundi is the point where heaven and earth meet. For more see: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Axis_mundi 
26

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hermes 
27

 In issue #32, Universe, Promethea herself tells us about her name, “Obviously, the 

name is a feminine version of Prometheus, which means ‘forethought’ . . . which means 

‘imagination.’ So that’s appropriate.”  
28

 We the axis mundi throughout Promethea not only in the caduceus and the Promethean 

body, but also in the Kabbalic Tree of Life (sefirot).  
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 I would like to suggest that the chiasm is a phenomenological 

example of what in mythological symbolism we call axis mundi. Let’s start with the 

example of the entwined serpents of the caduceus. Jeremy Narby writes in his text, The 

Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origins of Knowledge, “as the creator of life, the cosmic 

serpent is a master of metamorphosis. In the myths of the world where it plays a central 

part, it creates by transforming itself; it changes while remaining the same.”
29

 Like the 

cosmic serpent, the Promethea spirit also changes while remaining the same, doing so 

through the various bodies she inhabits. Sophie, for example, is both Sophie and 

Promethea.  

 Narby goes on to compare the entwined serpents of the caduceus to 

DNA which “is the informational molecule of life, and its very essence consists in being 

                                                
29

 Narby, Jeremy. The Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origins of Knowledge. New York: 

Penguin Putnam, 1998. Page 84.  
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both single and double, like the mythological serpents.”
30

 In Promethea, Miss Bill refers 

to the snakes as “spiraling DNA”—a nod to Narby’s work—and calls their relationship 

“a wonderful dance between the flesh and the imagination.
31

 Here, of course, the flesh is 

not a reference to Merleau-Ponty, but is solely the physical and material. But the snake, 

DNA, and the “dance” are symbolic, scientific, and mythic examples of single and 

double, separate and same, which are paralleled in the phenomenological crossing.  

 

After the Apocalypse 

“And you know that you will trust her, for 

she’s touched your perfect body with her mind.”-Leonard Cohen 

 In closing, I invite readers to think about what a world that lived in the Chiasm 

might look and feel like. Would we continue to be preoccupied with the differences 

between male and female, artist and writer? Or would we be able to celebrate the 

profound similarities and differences that exist between and within us all?  

 Merleau-Ponty says that, “these truths are not only hidden like a physical reality 

which we have not been able to discover, invisible in fact but which we will one day be 

                                                
30

 Narby, Jeremy. Page 90 
31

 Moore, Alan. Promethea. Issue # 7 “Rocks and Hard Places.”  
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able to see facing us, which others, better situated, could already see, provided that the 

screen that masks it is lifted.”
32

 

In other words, the material and immaterial do not exist in separation, but live within 

one another. As Miss Bill tells Sophie, the differences are important, “but it’s all real, 

Honey.”
33

 Merleau-Ponty wrote that the “world is universal flesh”
34

 and it is recognition 

of it all being “real” that will inaugurate our visibility. If we connect ourselves to the 

Flesh, the universe will be revealed in all its beautiful connectivity. We will see ourselves 

resonating in the crossing. 

Again, if we use Moore’s story to understand Merleau-Ponty’s concepts, we see 

that by being the chiasm, Promethea makes the world aware of the Flesh by bringing 

about the apocalypse. She is our cosmic consciousness, the vessel that teaches us to 

deepen our experience by deepening our awareness of experiencing. Promethea lovingly 

lifts the screen to reveal the truth of existence. And that Truth lies in the Chiasm.  

 

I am deeply grateful to the following for their support with this project; The UW Summer 

Institute in the Arts and Humanities, Linda Crane, Phillip Thurtle, and Ryan Wilkerson. 

 

 

 

                                                
32

 Merleau-Ponty. Page 149/50.   
33

 Moore, Alan. Promethea. Issue # 7 “Rocks and Hard Places.” emphasis in original 
34

 Merleau-Ponty. Page 137.  


