4.3. Hesiod / On Labor

From Works and Days (c.700 BCE)—Hesiod is teaching the

proper approach to farming to his brother Perses, who has

squandered the half of their father’s estate left to him, and

now wants the other half, held by Hesiod. Hesiod prefers to
give him advice instead.

Hes. WD 293-319. Source: Hesiod. Hesiod. Homeric hymns. Epic cycle.
Homerica. Trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 1914.

(1. 293-319) That man is altogether best who considers all
things himself and marks what will be better afterwards and at
the end; and he, again, is good who listens to a good adviser; but
whoever neither thinks for himself nor keeps in mind what
another tells him, he is an unprofitable man. But do you at any
rate, always remembering my charge, work, high-born Perses,
that Hunger may hate you, and venerable Demeter richly
crowned may love you and fill your barn with food; for Hunger
is altogether a meet comrade for the sluggard. Both gods and
men are angry with a man who lives idle, for in nature he is like
the stingless drones who waste the labour of the bees, eating
without working; but let it be your care to order your work
properly, that in the right season your barns may be full of
victual. Through work men grow rich in flocks and substance,
and working they are much better loved by the immortals.
Work is no disgrace: it is idleness which is a disgrace. But if you
work, the idle will soon envy you as you grow rich, for fame and
renown attend on wealth. And whatever be your lot, work is
best for you, if you turn your misguided mind away from other
men’s property to your work and attend to your livelihood as I
bid you. An evil shame is the needy man’s companion, shame
which both greatly harms and prospers men: shame is with
poverty, but confidence with wealth.

(1. 370-372) Let the wage promised to a friend be fixed; even
with your brother smile—and get a witness; for trust and
mistrust, alike ruin men.

(1. 373-375) Do not let a flaunting woman coax and cozen and
deceive you: she is after your barn. The man who trusts
womankind trust deceivers.

(1. 376-380) There should be an only son, to feed his father’s
house, for so wealth will increase in the home; but if you leave a
second son you should die old. Yet Zeus can easily give great
wealth to a greater number. More hands mean more work and
more increase.

(1. 381-382) If your heart within you desires wealth, do these
things and work with work upon work.

(1. 383-404) When the Pleiades, daughters of Atlas, are rising
[early in May], begin your harvest, and your ploughing when
they are going to set [November]. Forty nights and days they are
hidden and appear again as the year moves round, when first
you sharpen your sickle. This is the law of the plains, and of
those who live near the sea, and who inhabit rich country, the
glens and dingles far from the tossing sea,—strip to sow and
strip to plough and strip to reap, if you wish to get in all
Demeter’s fruits in due season, and that each kind may grow in
its season. Else, afterwards, you may chance to be in want, and
go begging to other men’s houses, but without avail; as you have
already come to me. But I will give you no more nor give you
further measure. Foolish Perses! Work the work which the gods
ordained for men, lest in bitter anguish of spirit you with your
wife and children seek your livelihood amongst your
neighbours, and they do not heed you. Two or three times, may
be, you will succeed, but if you trouble them further, it will not
avail you, and all your talk will be in vain, and your word-play
unprofitable. Nay, I bid you find a way to pay your debts and
avoid hunger.

(1. 405-413) First of all, get a house, and a woman and an ox
for the plough—a slave woman and not a wife, to follow the
oxen as well—and make everything ready at home, so that you
may not have to ask of another, and he refuses you, and so,
because you are in lack, the season pass by and your work come
to nothing. Do not put your work off till to-morrow and the day
after; for a sluggish worker does not fill his barn, nor one who
puts off his work: industry makes work go well, but a man who
putts off work is always at hand-grips with ruin.

(1. 695-705) Bring home a wife to your house when you are of
the right age, while you are not far short of thirty years nor
much above; this is the right age for marriage. Let your wife
have been grown up four years, and marry her in the fifth.
Marry a maiden, so that you can teach her careful ways, and
especially marry one who lives near you, but look well about you
and see that your marriage will not be a joke to your neighbors.
For a man wins nothing better than a good wife, and, again,
nothing worse than a bad one, a greedy soul who roasts her man
without fire, strong though he may be, and brings him to a raw
old age.





