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A hungry fox tried to reach some clusters of grapes which he saw hanging from a vine trained on a tree, but they were too high. So he went off and comforted himself by saying: ‘They weren’t ripe anyhow.’

In the same way some men, when they fail through their own incapacity, blame circumstances.








INTRODUCTION BY

Marcus Sedgwick

When you write the introduction to a book, it’s the usual thing to give a little biography of the author: to talk about his or her life and maybe how the book in hand fits in with it. The trouble with Aesop is it’s very hard to do that, because we know so little about him. In fact, it’s not even possible to say with absolute certainty that he existed at all.

The story goes that he was a slave in Ancient Greece, that he won his freedom and that he gained a reputation as the finest of storytellers. Others go further and fill us in with a few more details, that he was an Ethiopian, for example, or that he was exceptionally ugly, but the truth of the matter is we just don’t know for sure. That being said, for a large group of stories to bear his name, the likelihood is that he did exist and that some of these stories are his. Some? Well, here again things become a little difficult; it’s impossible to know if he wrote these tales in the first place. In those days storytellers would retell old favourites over and over again, as well as make up a few of their own, but, whatever the truth, these are the stories that have become known as Aesop’s fables.

‘Fable’ is a word that is sometimes used loosely these days to refer to a story that isn’t true, and is often mixed up with other types of stories, such as myths, legends, folk tales and fairy tales. In fact, each of these is a specific type of story; a fable is a very short piece of prose or verse that uses animal characters, mythical creatures or even inanimate objects to illustrate a certain point about human nature, or a moral. These animal characters are given human qualities, yet often retain something of their own nature, or, at least, the nature we humans believe they have.

The fox, a frequent visitor to these pages, therefore is depicted as cunning and wily, the lion as strong, the ass stupid. It is part of the charm of these tales that they feature such likeable and laughable animals, but the truth about who these characters really are would not have been lost on their original audience – they would have known that each of these animals is, in fact, us, and the jealous jackdaw, the hungry wolf, the timid mouse are all just aspects of human nature.

Whoever Aesop was, or wasn’t, his legacy has lived on through the centuries, so that even today we all know what we mean by ‘sour grapes’ and understand what was so foolish about ‘the boy who cried wolf’.

So these stories are as ‘fabulous’ as can be, full of talking animals and fantastical events, and yet for that very reason they are free to show us something very true about what we humans are like.

I like this quote about Aesop by Apollonius, a Greek philosopher of the first century CE:


He was really more attached to truth than the poets are; for the latter do violence to their own stories in order to make them probable; but he, by announcing a story which everyone knows not to be true, told the truth by the very fact that he did not claim to be relating real events.






1

A Case for Patience

A half-starved fox, who saw in the hollow of an oak-tree some bread and meat left there by shepherds, crept in and ate it. With his stomach distended he could not get out again. Another fox, passing by and hearing his cries and lamentations, came up and asked what was the matter. On being told, he said: ‘Well, stay there till you are as thin as you were when you went in; then you’ll get out quite easily.’

This tale shows how time solves difficult problems.
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Friend or Foe?

A fox slipped in climbing a fence. To save himself from falling he clutched at a brier-bush. The thorns made his paws bleed, and in his pain he cried out: ‘Oh dear! I turned to you for help and you have made me worse off than I was before.’ ‘Yes, my friend!’ said the brier. ‘You made a bad mistake when you tried to lay hold of me. I lay hold of everyone myself.’

The incident illustrates the folly of those who run for aid to people whose nature it is to hurt rather than to help.




3

Sour Grapes

A hungry fox tried to reach some clusters of grapes which he saw hanging from a vine trained on a tree, but they were too high. So he went off and comforted himself by saying: ‘They weren’t ripe anyhow.’

In the same way some men, when they fail through their own incapacity, blame circumstances.
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Actions Speak Louder than Words

A fox was being chased by huntsmen and begged a wood-cutter whom he saw to hide him. The man told him to go into his hut. Soon afterwards the huntsmen arrived and asked if he had seen a fox pass that way. He answered ‘No’ – but as he spoke he jerked a thumb towards the place where the fox was hidden. However, they believed his statement and did not take the hint. When the fox saw they had gone he came out and made off without speaking. The woodman reproached him for not even saying a word of acknowledgement for his deliverance. ‘I would have thanked you,’ the fox called back, ‘if your actions and your character agreed with your words.’

This fable is aimed at men who make public profession of virtue but behave like rogues.




5

Fools Die for Want of Wisdom

A monkey made a great impression by dancing before an assembly of animals, who elected him their king. The fox was jealous. Noticing a snare with a piece of meat in it, he took the monkey to it and said: ‘Here is a choice titbit that I have found. Instead of eating it myself I have kept it for you as a perquisite of your royal office. So take it.’ The monkey went at it carelessly and was caught in the snare. When he accused the fox of laying a trap for him, the fox replied: ‘Fancy a fool like you, friend monkey, being king of the animals!’

People who attempt things without due consideration suffer for it and get laughed at into the bargain.




6

Dead Men Tell No Tales

A fox and a monkey, as they journeyed together, disputed at great length about the nobility of their lineage. When they reached a certain place on the road, the monkey fixed his gaze upon it and uttered a groan. The fox asked what was wrong with him. The monkey pointed to some tombs that stood there. ‘Don’t you expect me to mourn,’ he said, ‘when I behold the sepulchres of the slaves and freedmen of my ancestors?’ ‘Lie away to your heart’s content,’ answered the fox. ‘They won’t any of them rise up to contradict you.’

It is the same with men who are impostors. They never boast more loudly than when there is no one to expose them.




7

Look Before You Leap

A fox tumbled into a water tank and could not get out. Along came a thirsty goat, and seeing the fox asked him if the water was good. The fox jumped at the chance. He sang the praises of the water with all the eloquence at his command and urged the goat to come down. The goat was so thirsty that he went down without stopping to think and drank his fill. Then they began to consider how they were to get up again. ‘I have a good idea,’ said the fox, ‘that is, if you are willing to do something to help us both. Be so kind as to place your forefeet against the wall and hold your horns straight up. Then I can nip up, and pull you up too.’ The goat was glad enough to comply. The fox clambered nimbly over his haunches, shoulders, and horns, reached the edge of the tank, and began to make off. The goat complained that he had broken their compact. But he only came back to say: ‘You have more hairs in your beard than brains in your head, my friend. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have gone down without thinking how you were going to get up.’

A sensible man never embarks on an enterprise until he can see his way clear to the end of it.




8

Cut Off Your Tails to Save My Face!

A fox who had lost his tail in a trap was so ashamed of the disfigurement that he felt life was not worth living. So he decided to persuade all the other foxes to maim themselves in the same way; then, he thought, his own loss would not be so conspicuous. He collected them all and advised them to cut off their tails. A tail, he said, was merely a superfluous appendage, ugly to look at and heavy to carry. But one of the others answered: ‘Look here! You only give us this advice because it suits your own book.’

This tale satirizes those who offer advice to their neighbours not out of benevolence but from self-interest.




9

The Fox and the Mask

A fox entered an actor’s house and rummaged through all his properties. Among other things he found a mask representing a hobgoblin’s head – the work of a talented artist. He took it up in his paws and said: ‘What a fine head! A pity it has no brain in it!’

This fable reminds us that some men of impressive physical appearance are deficient in intellect.
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A Lesson for Fools

A crow sat in a tree holding in his beak a piece of meat that he had stolen. A fox which saw him determined to get the meat. It stood under the tree and began to tell the crow what a beautiful big bird he was. He ought to be king of all the birds, the fox said; and he would undoubtedly have been made king, if only he had a voice as well. The crow was so anxious to prove that he had a voice, that he dropped the meat and croaked for all he was worth. Up ran the fox, snapped up the meat, and said to him: ‘If you added brains to all your other qualifications, you would make an ideal king.’




11

One-Way Traffic

An old lion, who was too weak to hunt or fight for his food, decided that he must get it by his wits. He lay down in a cave, pretending to be ill, and whenever any animals came to visit him, he seized them and ate them. When many had perished in this way, a fox who had seen through the trick came and stood at a distance from the cave, and inquired how he was. ‘Bad,’ the lion answered, and asked why he did not come in. ‘I would have come in,’ said the fox, ‘but I saw a lot of tracks going in and none coming out.’

A wise man recognizes danger signals in time to avoid injury.




12

Reaping Without Sowing

A lion and a bear began fighting over a fawn which they had found, and mauled each other so badly that they lost consciousness and lay half-dead. A fox which passed by, seeing them incapable and the fawn lying between them, picked it up and threaded his way out from among them. Unable to get up, they said: ‘A grievous fate is ours – to undergo all this suffering for the benefit of a fox.’

People have good reason to be distressed when they see the fruits of their own labours borne away by chance comers.




13

Taught by Experience

A lion, a donkey, and a fox formed a partnership and went out hunting. When they had taken a quantity of game the lion told the donkey to share it out. The donkey divided it into three equal parts and bade the lion choose one – on which the lion leapt at him in a fury and devoured him. Then he told the fox to divide it. The fox collected nearly all of it into one pile, leaving only a few trifles for himself, and told the lion to make his choice. The lion asked who taught him to share things in that way. ‘What happened to the donkey?’ he answered.

We learn wisdom by seeing the misfortunes of others.
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The Fox Out-Foxed

An ass and a fox made an alliance and went out hunting. When a lion appeared in their path, the fox realized the danger that threatened them, and going up to the lion he undertook to hand over the ass to him in exchange for a guarantee of security. On receiving the lion’s promise to let him go, he led the ass into a trap. But the lion, when he saw that the ass could not possibly escape, seized the fox first and then went after the ass at his leisure.

Those who plot against their friends often find to their surprise that they destroy themselves into the bargain.




15

Blood-Suckers

Aesop spoke in the public assembly at Samos when a demagogue was being tried for his life. ‘A fox which was crossing a river,’ he said, ‘was carried into a deep gully, and all his efforts to get out were unavailing. Besides all the other suffering that he had to endure, he was tormented by a swarm of ticks which fastened on him. A hedgehog which came that way on its travels was sorry for him and asked if it should pick off the ticks. ‘No, please don’t,’ replied the fox. ‘Why not?’ said the hedgehog. ‘Because these have already made a good meal on me, and don’t suck much blood now. But if you take them away, another lot will come, all hungry, and drain every drop of blood I have left.’

‘It is the same with you, men of Samos,’ said Aesop. ‘This man will do you no more harm, for he is rich. But if you kill him, others will come who are still hungry, and they will go on stealing until they have emptied your treasury.’




16

Men and Lions

Once upon a time a lion and a man were travelling together, and both of them were talking boastfully. By the roadside stood a block of stone on which was carved the image of a man throttling a lion. The man pointed a sly finger at it and said to his companion: ‘You see, we men are stronger than you.’ A smile flickered on the lion’s face. ‘If lions knew how to carve,’ said he, ‘you would often see a man with a lion on top of him.’

Many people who talk boastfully about their courage and hardihood are shown up by the gruelling test of experience.




17

It Is Quality Not Quantity that Counts

A vixen sneered at a lioness because she never bore more than one cub. ‘Only one,’ she replied, ‘but a lion.’
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Disarmed

A lion fell in love with a farmer’s daughter and wooed her. The farmer could not bear to give his girl in marriage to a wild beast; yet he dared not refuse. So he evaded the difficulty by telling the importunate suitor that, while he quite approved of him as a husband for his daughter, he could not give her to him unless he would pull out his teeth and cut off his claws, because the girl was afraid of them. The lion was so much in love that he readily submitted to these sacrifices. But when he presented himself again, the farmer treated him with contempt and cudgelled him off the premises.

Do not be too ready to take advice which is offered you. If nature has given you special advantages over others, do not let yourself be deprived of them, or you will fall an easy prey to people who used to stand in awe of you.
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