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INTRODUCTION:
This myth, “The Ages of Man,” reflects an attitude of pessimism.  As the world becomes more advanced technologically, it becomes more corrupt morally.  The myth look back to the earliest ages as being the purest, reminiscent of a kind of Garden of Eden.  The earliest age in the myth, that ruled by Cronus, is similar to the way people live in a matriarchal society.  They, too, lived off the land, although they worked very hard.  They, too, felt no need to acquire and to exploit, pursuits that reflected the aggressive, warlike attitudes of the patriarchal society.

THE MYTH:

When Cronus was king of the universe, the deathless gods created a golden race of mortal men.  These first mortals lived without hard work, without pain, and without sadness.  The earth abundantly supplied them with acorns, berries, corn, honey, and nectar.  They also had large herds of cattle.  Thus, they could enjoy luxurious feasts without the back-breaking labor of farming.  These people let their intelligence and conscience rule them.  They chose to pursue the good life for its own rewards.  They lived without fear, without crime, and without courts of law.  Written laws were unnecessary since they did not need the threat of punishment to motivate proper behavior.  They felt no need to explore, to acquire, or to exploit.  They erected no walls or fences to separate their possessions from those of their neighbors.  There were no sights or sounds of warfare.  Wildflowers reigned in meadows and fields, and western winds maintained eternal spring.  Old age spared them its gods until they died.  Then they became blessed guardian spirits.

After the first golden race of mortals had been buried and far-seeing Zeus had imprisoned his father Cronus, in Tartarus, the Olympian gods created a second, silver race of mortals.  These men were far inferior to the golden race.  They remained as children, helpless for a full century, and after they became adults, they lived for only a few more years.  Their own poor judgment always brought them pain and suffering, for they could not refrain from violence and crime.  In this age, summer, autumn, and winter appeared for the first time.  Spring lasted only one-fourth of the year.  The weather was often an enemy rather than a friend, producing blistering heat and icy snows.  People were forced to seek refuge in caves or simple houses, and they now had to farm in order to have enough food to eat.  Life was hard and unpleasant.


Next, Zeus created the third race of mortal beings—this was the age of bronze.  These men were incredibly strong and equally violent in temperament.  Their invincible weapons, their houses, and their occupations all depended upon bronze.  Their very flesh seemed to be made of bronze.  They brought their deaths upon themselves, dying from the violence by which they lived.  After their deaths, they entered grim Hades’ dismal kingdom where they spend eternity.


Last of all, Zeus, who thunders on high, established our iron age.  We, the fourth race of mortal men, lived in a time of conquest.  Great sailors have used seagoing vessels to claim more territory.  We have forced the earth to supply us with metals as well as with food.  We have fought with iron weapons for possession of more gold.  People of our time must work hard every day and have troubled dreams at night.  Only occasionally do we achieve success.  Unfortunately for our iron race, moral behavior has begun to disappear and hospitality is coming to an end.  Hosts may murder their guests, and family members may murder one another.  We must be wary of our own behavior.  For when children and their parents are no longer friends, when quarrels destroy the relationships between brothers and friends, when we deprive the aged of their rights and the respect they deserve, when we covet the possessions of our neighbors near and far, when we praise evil and violent behavior rather than actions which are good and peaceful, and when we have destroyed everything in our lives except pain and evil, then Zeus will destroy our race, and the last age of man will come to an end.

