
Evolution in Classical Poetry: Hesiod's ‘Works and Days’ and Euripides ‘Ion’. 

Composed in 700 B.C.E Hesiod’s ‘Works and Days’ starts with an avid description 

of the “golden race of mortal men.” Hesiod embellishes the seraphic nature of 

men in this age, he compares their likeness to that of Gods. Upon their death the 

golden generation remained as well-wishing protectors. Implications of the 

ancestral generation being pure and closer to the Gods in Hesiod’s Works and 

Days is quite conflicting with modern reasonings (Darwin’s theory of evolution 

shows the prehistoric ancestors were uncivilized and bestial) as it conforms to the 

societal norms of ancient Greece.  

The Golden Age of Man is proceeded by the Silver Age, Hesiod describes men to 

be infants for “a hundred years” upon maturity men resided in sorrow as a result 

of their foolishness and affinity for sin. Hesiod marks a decline in the purity of 

man which is emphasized by the arrival of the Bronze Age. The Bronze Age was 

marked by barbarity as men “loved the lamentable works of Ares”. However, 

these men brought upon themselves a stark peripeteia and became undone via 

their own savage hands. 

A volta occurs in this didactic poem with the Heroic age in which men were made 

into demi-gods by Zeus to repair the damage of the Bronze Age. Some of these 

demi gods fought wars in cities like Thebes and Troy, those who did not perish in 

war were rewarded by inhabiting “islands of the blessed along the shore of deep-

swirling Ocean.” The Heroic Age is shown to be a brief return to the morality of 

the Golden Age, clear similarities are drawn as Hesiod implies men lived amongst 

Gods in both of these ages. There is yet again a diminishment in the purity of 

man; The Iron Age which is Hesiod's current existence and is marked by men 

forsaking Gods and being followed by “envy, foul-mouthed, delighting in evil, with 

scowling face.” 

Euripides composed Ion in 412 B.C.E it is an adaption of ancient mythologies. Ion 

is the forefather of the Autochthones; this creation story contrasts that of 

Hesiod’s Works and Days significantly. Rather than being formed by the Gods, Ion 

was born “without a mother and a father”. Although Pythia spurred by pity took 

him in, she was unaware of his origins “she did not know that Phoebus was the 

father, nor who the mother was.” Euripides forms the speculation that Athenians 



were descendants of these autochthones and sprung up from the earth rather 

than settled into land. 

I find Hesiod’s theory of the ages of mankind to be more persuasive as not only 

does it follow a chronological timeline of generations dying and new descendants 

forming within these ages, it supports modern scientific theories like the five 

primal stages of human evolution. In these 5 stages Dryopithecus evolved into 

Homo sapiens today. Euripides Ion serves as a literary tragedy as Ion himself was 

not born of the Earth he was merely abandoned. 

 

 


