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INTRODUCTION


AESOP’S FABLES

Dating back to Greek antiquity, Aesop’s fables are the prototype of the “talking animal story”—a figure we can see everywhere from Geoffrey Chaucer’s “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” to Disney cartoons to Beatrix Potter’s Peter Rabbit, Richard Adams’s Watership Down, and George Orwell’s Animal Farm. And, just as Aesop’s fables have become the template for much of Western literature and media, so, too, has Aesop himself become a sort of archetype. Though dividing the historical Aesop, if he ever lived, from the long tradition of invented and elaborated biographies is a nigh-impossible task, these “fictional” biographies can tell us much about the impact of Aesop’s fables, their millennia of reception, and the effect they have had on Western culture. Though we tend to think of Aesop as part of “classical” Greek literature claimed as patrimony by centuries of Europeans and inhabitants of the lands settled by Europeans, the fables also have a surprising connection to Africa and to the African diaspora.



WHAT IS A FABLE?

Before delving into Aesop’s biography (if we can call it that), we should first look at the idea of what a fable is. Simply put, it is a story: the word fable ultimately derives from the Latin fari, “to speak.” And, as anyone with even a cursory familiarity with Aesop’s fables knows, they are teaching stories, meant to illustrate moral lessons, provide wisdom, or serve as examples. They usually, but not always, involve anthropomorphized animals. Anthropomorphized, here, does not necessarily mean animals who wear clothes and stand upright in the manner of a Disney cartoon, but rather animals endowed with human reason, speech, and intelligence. These animals, including their behaviors and their foibles, stand in for human beings as sorts of stock “types”: the trickster, the innocent, the avaricious. Fables often contain humor, or at least an unexpected irony or reversal of fortune, which is related to their teaching purpose. Finally, they are usually simple and have a short plot with a single conflict. Characterization is similarly simple, with animals becoming types and symbols: saying “there was a wolf” is easier than establishing a character’s amorality and rapaciousness. In short, they tell a truth through a clearly invented story.

Thus, “The Fox and the Grapes” tells us that we often despise that which we cannot get, while “The Goose That Laid the Golden Eggs” warns us not to spend our capital. “The Lion and the Mouse” shows the advantages of treating those we see as weaker or less powerful than we with kindness, “The Fox and the Stork” makes it clear that we need do unto others as we would have done unto us, and “The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing” is an admonition that our schemes may rebound upon us. These, of course, are only some of the best-known tales; many others are contained in this volume. However, they are illustrative of how fables can serve to demonstrate rhetorical points.

Fables are different from, but blend into, fairy tales. Fairy tales usually involve conflict between human beings or between human beings and supernatural creatures—even if the people or “fairies” may turn into animals. Furthermore, while fairy tales usually have a supernatural element, the fable’s plot elements are usually naturalistic. In other words, in a fable, animals behave in a way that they would in nature and have understandable motivations such as hunger; they are stand-ins for human beings, not supernatural agents. Despite this, the human world is often present: even if human beings don’t always appear, the animals in the fable may make use of human technology such as houses, dishes, and cups, and they are often domesticated animals, such as sheep or dogs. Just as predator versus prey (or weak versus strong) can be one axis of tension, so, too, can the contrast between the human domestic sphere and that of wild nature. Still, the distinctions are not hard and fast, and such authors as the Grimm Brothers include stories that we would recognize as fables (such as “Cat and Mouse in Partnership” and “The Death of the Little Hen”) alongside more traditional fairy tales with supernatural elements (such as “Hansel and Gretel” and “Cinderella”).

Today, we think of fables as suitable for children, but in the past, they were serious business. Aristotle discusses fables in the twentieth chapter of the second book of his Rhetoric as a sort of example that could be used in public speaking. Such speeches could be high stakes, indeed, such as criminal trials where the death penalty was possible, or political cases where the well-being of the city was at risk. Aristotle concludes his discourse on the use of fables by saying that the morals and points shown by fables or other fictional stories are easier to understand, but those taken from history are more intellectually satisfying. Fables, then, are a sort of philosophy, but an immediate sort that appeals to the intuitive, rather than the contemplative, mind.



THE LIFE AND AFTERLIFE OF AESOP

If a real Aesop ever actually lived, he would have been born in the sixth or seventh century BC—well before the “classical” era of ancient Greece, and centuries before the earliest written record of his tales. Our source for Aesop’s lifespan is Diodorus of Sicily, who lived in the first century BC and wrote that Aesop lived around the time of the Seven Sages of Greece, in the 600s BC—that is, 500 years before Diodorus’s own time. Similarly, the earliest written collection of the Fables that we know of (if only by later references, since no manuscript survives) was written by Demetrius of Phalerum at least 300 years after Aesop’s purported death. Any “historical” detail about his life therefore has more hearsay about it than fact.

More likely, rather than having any single authorship, the Fables—like the Iliad and the Odyssey— are a collection of folk tales and oral traditions gathered through the centuries. Indeed, we can read the prototypes of Aesop’s fables on clay tablets dating back to ancient Mesopotamia, and similar stories exist in the Jewish Talmud, in classical Arabic literature, and in other Greek oral traditions, such as the narrative poetry attributed to Hesiod. Yet, just as there may have never been a historical Homer or Hesiod, the biography of Aesop that the Greeks and their inheritors shared is itself instructive because it tells us about the sort of person they thought would have written these stories.

So, who was the pseudohistorical Aesop? Passing references to him are peppered throughout the canon of classical Greek texts. Eugeon of Samos, who wrote around 500 BC and whose work survives only in fragments, says that he came from Thrace, the lands around the Black Sea northeast of Greece. Herodotus (c. 485–425 BC), in his Histories, relates that Aesop was enslaved to a man named Iadmon of Samos and won his freedom by telling stories; his fellow slave, Rhodopis, won her freedom by her beauty and became a famous courtesan. In his dialogue the Phaedo, Plato (c. 420s–340s BC) mentions Socrates as turning Aesop’s fables into verse while in prison and, as we saw above, Plato’s student Aristotle (384–322 BC) examines the use of fables such as Aesop’s in public speaking. The playwright Aristophanes (c. 446–386 BC) has characters cite Aesop in this context, as well as in more comedic ways, in three of his comedies. Since such plays were meant for a broad audience, this shows that even common people of classical Athens were expected to be familiar with the Fables and their tropes.

Herodotus also alludes to Aesop meeting some sort of unnatural end in the Greek city of Delphi, and later writers fill in the details. The Greek writer Plutarch (AD 46–119) says that Aesop was in Delphi on a mission for the legendary King Croesus of Lydia (in what is now western Turkey), but the Delphians were insulted by his wit, so he was pushed off a cliff after being framed for stealing from the Temple of Apollo.

Perhaps most influential of all the ancient sources on the fabulist is the Life of Aesop, also called the Aesop Romance. This anonymous biography was apparently first written in the second century AD, though the first surviving copies are medieval. The Life of Aesop was perhaps partially based on earlier, now-lost texts, but more likely is almost wholly fanciful. It survives in numerous differing versions, with later copyists adding or taking away as they saw fit. Of all these versions, perhaps the best known is by the medieval scholar Maximus Planudes (c. 1260–1305), who lived in the declining years of the Byzantine Empire, the remnant of the Roman Empire that survived in the Greek-speaking eastern Mediterranean. Planudes’s Life, which added elements of the biblical tale of Joseph, was soon translated into Latin, English, French, and German, and was widely circulated in western Europe by the fifteenth century.

All the differing versions of the Life of Aesop lay down the same broad strokes: He was born a slave—perhaps in Phrygia, in what is now central Turkey, or perhaps in Samos, an island in the northern Aegean Sea between Greece and Turkey. He was remarkably ugly—so much so that he scarcely seemed human—and incapable of speech. In other words, Aesop begins as the opposite of everything a Greek should be: enslaved rather than free, ugly as opposed to handsome, animalistic as opposed to eloquent—and, of course, a foreigner.

Despite his muteness, Aesop is highly intelligent and resourceful: he escapes an accusation of having stolen some figs by making himself vomit, showing he had not eaten them, and then causing his fellow slaves to vomit until the culprit is found. He also has a good heart: one day, he helps a priestess of Isis who has become lost. As a reward, the goddess grants him the abilities to speak eloquently and to invent stories. His overseer, fearing his newfound powers of speech, sells Aesop to a passing slave dealer, but, on account of Aesop’s ugliness, the slave dealer can hardly give him away at the market. Aesop’s new master, Xanthus, buys him cheaply. Xanthus claims to be a learned philosopher, but is, in reality, a vainglorious blowhard. Through a number of incidents, Aesop repeatedly shows himself to be both more clever and more virtuous than his master, and wins his freedom when Xanthus is called before the city assembly to interpret an omen. Xanthus, of course, cannot—though Aesop can. Since it is not fitting for a slave to address free men, Xanthus must free Aesop, who quickly interprets the future for the assembly and is rewarded.

After being freed, Aesop travels the world and wins fame and fortune as an advisor to kings, including the fantastically rich Croesus of Phrygia. Similarly, the king of Babylon is so grateful that he raises a golden statue of Aesop. The people of Delphi, however, refuse to pay Aesop for his wisdom, so he mocks them as worthless, since their ancestors were slaves—thus embodying the classical trope of hubris, or pride, since Aesop himself was once a slave. The Delphians’ vengeance echoes Plutarch’s account: they hide a golden cup taken from the Temple of Apollo in Aesop’s luggage to frame him for theft and blasphemy. Sentenced to die by being pushed off a cliff, Aesop instead chooses to jump of his own volition.



AESOP AS AFRICAN?

Though our earliest sources have Aesop originating from Thrace, and later ones suggest Phrygia or Samos, there is also a medieval tradition of his originally hailing from Africa. For instance, the Life of Aesop says that he is “black-skinned.” Building on this, Maximus Planudes claims that Aesop was “Ethiopian,” and that his name was, in fact, a shortened version of that country’s name. Of course, “Ethiopian,” at the time, could mean anyone of African descent, no matter whether from East or West Africa. This perhaps points to a European cognizance of the long tradition of talking-animal morality stories in many African cultures. (Along with being attributed to Aesop, fables were also called “Libyan stories” by writers of antiquity—the Mediterranean coast of Libya becoming a metonym for all of Africa.) There was also an active market for enslaved Africans in the medieval eastern Mediterranean; so, it would have seemed natural to Planudes for Aesop to have come from there, whereas Samos, Phrygia, and Thrace had all long since been Christianized and were at least nominally part of the Byzantine Empire. Since it was forbidden for a Christian to enslave a Christian, a medieval writer would have needed to locate Aesop’s origin elsewhere. (Today, of course, Samos, Phrygia, and Thrace are all part of Turkey, Greece, or Bulgaria; the Ottoman Turks ended the Byzantine Empire when they sacked Constantinople—modern Istanbul—in 1453.)

The idea of Aesop’s African origins was both passed down and debated through the following centuries. The British illustrator Francis Barlow, in his 1666 edition of the Fables, agreed: he has Aesop identify himself as “a Negro,” while Robert Dodsley, in his edition of the 1760s, says Aesop “was of a black complexion (whence some call him an Ethiopian) with thick lips, and splay feet,” but nonetheless believed Aesop was Phrygian. Dodsley’s rendition of the Fables and his attribution of Aesop to Phrygia was, in turn, republished by the illustrator Thomas Bewick, together with new illustrations, in 1818.

Graphic depictions of Aesop also continued the African tradition. In the mid-1700s, the Chelsea porcelain factory in England produced porcelain figures of Aesop and his fables that showed him as distinctly African. Similarly, the intellectual William Godwin, father of Mary Shelley, published Fables Ancient and Modern in 1805. The frontispiece illustration has an African Aesop telling stories to young children. The Italian painter Roberto Fontana’s 1876 painting Aesop Narrates His Fables to the Handmaids of Xanthus has him as indisputably African. In more modern times, Bill Cosby played Aesop in a 1971 TV production. (The illustrations in this edition are by Walter Crane and Arthur Rackham, whose lives are discussed below.)

The idea of Aesop’s African-ness has also had a long afterlife—notably, in a book of tales attributed to another formerly enslaved storyteller of African descent; tales that had begun as an oral tradition but were appropriated by literati. Uncle Remus made his first appearance in print in Joel Chandler Harris’s newspaper columns in the late nineteenth century, before they were collected in book form in 1881. Chandler Harris was likely familiar with the history of Aesop in creating his version of the character, but Uncle Remus’s best-known incarnation is in Walt Disney’s infamous 1946 adaptation, Song of the South, where he was played by James Franklin Baskett. Numerous critics have noted that in the details of his fictional biography, as well as his penchant for telling educational animal stories to children, Uncle Remus bears a striking resemblance to the African version of Aesop. This offers good grounds to claim Aesop as a cultural patrimony for Africa and African Americans. (One of the original Fables, however, entitled “The Ethiopian,” has strong racial connotations and is not included in this volume.)

In the end, it is not important whether the historical figure, if he even existed, was Phrygian or African; it is that Aesop was thought to be moral, clever, and wise, and told entertaining stories that have survived centuries.



PUBLICATION HISTORY OF THE FABLES

The talking-animal story has had a long afterlife, and the body of Fables called “Aesop’s” has been added to and elaborated on over the years. This is only natural: human beings understand the world through narrative, and encoding wisdom into simple stories that have been passed on for millennia helps us to transmit these lessons to the next generation. Some of the fables clearly predate Aesop and are found in the Talmud or even as far east as India; some are present only in the Latin sources; and some have been modified or added by later redactors. With careful analysis, however, the fables can be sorted by probable date; the American classicist Ben Edwin Perry (1892–1968) listed them by language and age, sorting out later additions and inventions. His Index is still used by scholars.

It was through Latin that Aesop’s fables were introduced to medieval Europe. Although numerous Latin translations were made throughout the era of the Roman Empire, perhaps the most important and widespread was by a pseudonymous “Romulus.” This was the version most found in medieval scriptoria and used for the instruction of students, and the one from which most medieval redactions and translations into vernacular languages such as French and English were made. Many of these translations changed the material considerably, often by Christianizing it. The Renaissance rediscovered Greek learning, and scholars copied, published, and made numerous translations of the original Greek Fables as they had survived in Byzantine manuscripts. Aesop’s fables, in both prose and verse, in the original Greek and in translations into French, German, English, and other European languages, were some of the earliest printed books; in fact, the first printed Aesop in English was published by John Caxton in 1484. Portuguese missionaries brought Aesop to Japan in the sixteenth century, and even after the Tokugawa Shogunate expelled European influence from the islands, the stories of Esopo continued to be printed.

This edition owes much to Dodsley and Bewick’s versions from the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. However, just as Dodsley owed much to the seventeenth-century French translation produced by the mathematician, poet, and classical scholar Claude Gaspar Bachet de Méziriac, the editors of this volume have taken the stories from a variety of sources.



ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATIONS

This volume includes illustrations by Walter Crane (1845–1915), which have been reproduced in black-and-white, and by Arthur Rackham (1867–1939). Crane was a prolific and renowned English illustrator of children’s books, and fully participated in the Victorian idealization of childhood as a special, protected time of life. His moralistic illustrations and poetic surmises of the fables participate in this: they are teaching stories to impart morality to the next generation. The anachronistic classicism of his art also bespeaks his time: he was influenced by both the Arts and Crafts Movement and the Pre-Raphaelites; later, he was also influenced by Japanese woodblock printing. His illustrations for Baby’s Own Aesop were first published in 1887 in New York by George Routledge & Sons.

Arthur Rackham was another prolific and influential Victorian children’s book illustrator, though he worked primarily in ink. He began his career as a newspaper reporter and illustrator but became a full-time book illustrator at the age of 27. Rackham specialized in fantasy art and was noted for his masterful use of line and evocative imagery. His illustrations for Aesop’s Fables were published in London by William Heinemann in 1912.

Ken Mondschein, PhD

Northampton, Massachusetts
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[image: ] 1 [image: ] THE FOX AND THE GRAPES

A hungry fox saw some fine bunches of grapes hanging from a vine that was trained along a high trellis, and did his best to reach them by jumping as high as he could into the air. But it was all in vain, for they were just out of reach. So he gave up trying, and walked away with an air of dignity and unconcern, remarking, “I thought those grapes were ripe, but I see now they are quite sour.”

It is easy to despise what you cannot get.

[image: A fox standing on its hind legs, reaching for a cluster of grapes hanging from a vine.]




[image: ] 2 [image: ] THE GOOSE THAT LAID THE GOLDEN EGGS

A man and his wife had the good fortune to possess a goose which laid a golden egg every day. Lucky though they were, they soon began to think they were not getting rich fast enough, and, imagining the bird must be made of gold inside, they decided to kill it in order to secure the whole store of precious metal at once. But when they cut it open they found it was just like any other goose. Thus, they neither got rich all at once, as they had hoped, nor enjoyed any longer the daily addition to their wealth.

Much wants more and loses all.

[image: A man seated on a stool, carving a goose on a table. He mouth is agape and his eyebrows are raised in surprise.]




[image: ] 3 [image: ] THE CAT AND THE MICE

There was once a house that was overrun with mice. A cat heard of this, and said to herself, “That’s the place for me,” and off she went and took up her quarters in the house, and caught the mice one by one and ate them. At last the mice could stand it no longer, and they determined to take to their holes and stay there. “That’s awkward,” said the cat to herself. “The only thing to do is to coax them out by a trick.” So she considered a while, and then climbed up the wall and let herself hang down by her hind legs from a peg, and pretended to be dead. By and by a mouse peeped out and saw the cat hanging there. “Aha!” it cried, “you’re very clever, madam, no doubt; but you may turn yourself into a bag of meal hanging there, if you like, yet you won’t catch us coming anywhere near you.”

If you are wise you won’t be deceived by the innocent airs of those whom you have once found to be dangerous.




[image: ] 4 [image: ] THE MISCHIEVOUS DOG

There was once a dog who used to snap at people and bite them without any provocation, and who was a great nuisance to everyone who came to his master’s house. So his master fastened a bell around his neck to warn people of his presence. The dog was very proud of the bell, and strutted about tinkling it with immense satisfaction. But an old dog came up to him and said, “The fewer airs you give yourself the better, my friend. You don’t think, do you, that your bell was given you as a reward of merit? On the contrary, it is a badge of disgrace.”

Notoriety is often mistaken for fame.




[image: ] 5 [image: ] THE CHARCOAL BURNER AND THE FULLER

There was once a charcoal burner who lived and worked by himself. A fuller, however, happened to come and settle in the same neighborhood; and the charcoal burner, having made his acquaintance and finding he was an agreeable sort of fellow, asked him if he would come and share his house: “We shall get to know one another better that way,” he said, “and, beside, our household expenses will be diminished.” The fuller thanked him, but replied, “I couldn’t think of it, sir: why, everything I take such pains to whiten would be blackened in no time by your charcoal.”

Like will draw like.





[image: ] 6 [image: ] THE WOLF AND THE SHEPHERDS

A Wolf, chancing to pass a Shepherd’s hut, saw some Shepherds making merry over a joint of mutton. “A pretty row,” quoth he, “would these Men have raised if they had caught me at such a supper.”

Men are apt to condemn in others the very thing they themselves practice.




[image: ] 7 [image: ] THE BULL AND THE GOAT

A Bull, being pursued by a Lion, spied a cave and fled towards it, meaning to take shelter there. A Goat came to the mouth of the cave, and, menacing the Bull with his horns, disputed the passage. The Bull, having no time to lose, was obliged to make off again without delay, but not before saying to the Goat, “Were it not for the Lion that is behind me, I would soon let you know the difference between a Bull and a Goat.”

Valor does not always show itself in blows.





[image: ] 8 [image: ] THE LAMB AND THE WOLF

A Flock of Sheep were feeding in a meadow while their Dogs were asleep, and their Shepherd at a distance, playing on his pipe beneath the shade of a spreading elm. A young, inexperienced Lamb, observing a half-starved Wolf peering through the pales of the enclosure, entered into conversation with him. “Pray, what are you seeking for here?” said the Lamb. “I am looking,” replied the Wolf, “for some tender grass; for nothing, you know, is more pleasant than to feed in a fresh pasture, and to slake one’s thirst at a crystal stream, both of which I perceive you enjoy here. Happy creature,” continued he, “how much I envy your lot, who are in full possession of the utmost I desire; for philosophy has long taught me to be satisfied with a little!” “It seems, then,” returned the Lamb, “that those who say you feed on flesh accuse you falsely, since a little grass will easily content you. If this be true, let us for the future live like brethren, and feed together.” So saying, the simple Lamb crept through the fence, and at once became a prey to the pretended philosopher, and a sacrifice to his own inexperience and credulity.

Experience is a dear school, but fools will learn in no other.





[image: ] 9 [image: ] THE MICE IN COUNCIL

Once upon a time all the mice met together in council, and discussed the best means of securing themselves against the attacks of the cat. After several suggestions had been debated, a mouse of some standing and experience got up and said, “I think I have hit upon a plan which will ensure our safety in the future, provided you approve and carry it out. It is that we should fasten a bell around the neck of our enemy the cat, which will by its tinkling warn us of her approach.” This proposal was warmly applauded, and it had been already decided to adopt it, when an old mouse got upon his feet and said, “I agree with you all that the plan before us is an admirable one. But may I ask who is going to bell the cat?”

[image: A group of mice gathered in a circle, with one mouse holding a bell in the center.]




[image: ] 10 [image: ] AESOP AND THE POULTRY

The populace of the neighborhood in which Aesop was a slave, one day observed him attentively overlooking some Poultry in an enclosed fence that was near the roadside; and those speculative wits, who spend more time prying into other people’s concerns, to no purpose than in adjusting their own, were moved with curiosity to know why this philosopher should bestow his attention on those animals. “I am struck,” replied Aesop, “to see how mankind so readily imitate this foolish animal.” “In what?” asked the neighbors. “Why, in crowing well and scraping so ill,” replied Aesop.

It is far more easy to talk boldly than to act nobly.




[image: ] 11 [image: ] THE BEE AND THE CUCKOO

A Bee, flying out of his hive, said to a Cuckoo, who was chanting on a bush hard by, “Peace! Why do you not leave off your harsh monotonous pipe? There never was a bird who had such a tiresome unvaried song as you have: Cuckoo, cuckoo, cuckoo, and cuckoo again and again.”—“Oh,” cries the Cuckoo, “I wonder you find fault with my note, which is at least as much varied as your labors; for if you had a hundred hives to fill, you would make them all exactly alike: if I invent nothing new, surely everything you do is as old as the creation of the world.” To which the Bee replied: “I allow it; but in useful arts the want of variety is never an objection. But in works of taste and amusement, monotony is of all things to be avoided.”

Those who do not have the capacity to judge works of art and taste expose themselves to ridicule when they assume the critic.




[image: ] 12 [image: ] THE WIDOW AND HER SHEEP

A certain poor Widow had one solitary Sheep. At shearing time, wishing to take his fleece, and to avoid expense, she sheared him herself, but used the shears so unskillfully that with the fleece she sheared the flesh. The Sheep, writhing with pain, said: “Why do you hurt me so, Mistress? What weight can my blood add to the wool? If you want my flesh, there is the butcher, who will kill me in a trice; but if you want my fleece and wool, there is the shearer, who will shear and not hurt me.”

The least outlay is not always the greatest gain.





[image: ] 13 [image: ] THE BAT AND THE WEASELS

A bat fell to the ground and was caught by a weasel, and was just going to be killed and eaten when it begged to be let go. The weasel said he couldn’t do that because he was an enemy of all birds on principle. “Oh, but,” said the bat, “I’m not a bird at all. I’m a mouse.” “So you are,” said the weasel, “now I come to look at you.” And he let it go. Some time after this the bat was caught in just the same way by another weasel, and, as before, begged for its life. “No,” said the weasel, “I never let a mouse go by any chance.” “But I’m not a mouse,” said the bat. “I’m a bird.” “Why, so you are,” said the weasel; and he too let the bat go.

Look and see which way the wind blows before you commit yourself.




[image: ] 14 [image: ] THE DOG AND THE SOW

A dog and a sow were arguing and each claimed that its own young ones were finer than those of any other animal. “Well,” said the sow at last, “mine can see, at any rate, when they come into the world; but yours are born blind.”




[image: ] 15 [image: ] THE WOLF AND THE LAMB

A wolf came upon a lamb straying from the flock, and felt some compunction about taking the life of so helpless a creature without some plausible excuse; so he cast about for a grievance and said at last, “Last year, sirrah, you grossly insulted me.” “That is impossible, sir,” bleated the lamb, “for I wasn’t born then.” “Well,” retorted the wolf, “you feed in my pastures.” “That cannot be,” replied the lamb, “for I have never yet tasted grass.” “You drink from my spring, then,” continued the wolf. “Indeed, sir,” said the poor lamb, “I have never yet drunk anything but my mother’s milk.” “Well, anyhow,” said the wolf, “I’m not going without my dinner.” And he sprang upon the lamb and devoured it without more ado.

Any excuse will serve a tyrant.

[image: A wolf with bared teeth and raised fur, crouched as if ready to pounce.]
[image: A lamb looking back over its shoulder with its mouth agape and eyes wide with fear.]




[image: ] 16 [image: ] THE PASSENGER AND THE PILOT

It had blown a violent storm at sea, and the whole crew of a vessel were in imminent danger of shipwreck. After the rolling of the waves was somewhat abated, a certain Passenger, who had never been to sea before, observing the Pilot to have appeared wholly unconcerned, even in their greatest danger, had the curiosity to ask him what death his father died, “What death?” said the Pilot; “why, he perished at sea, as my grandfather did before him.” “And are you not afraid of trusting yourself to an element that has proved thus fatal to your family?” “Afraid? by no means; why, we must all die: is not your father dead?” “Yes, but he died in his bed.” “And, why, then, are you not afraid of trusting yourself in your bed?” “Because I am there perfectly secure.” “It may be so,” replied the Pilot; “but if the hand of Providence is equally extended over all places, there is no more reason for me to be afraid of going to sea than for you to be afraid of going to bed.”

Faith is not a relative matter.





[image: ] 17 [image: ] THE SPARROW AND THE HARE

A Hare, being seized by an Eagle, cried out in a piteous manner. A Sparrow sitting on a tree close by, so far from pitying the poor animal, made merry at his expense. “Why did you stay there to be taken?” said he. “Could not so swift a creature as you have easily escaped from an Eagle?” Just then a Hawk swooped down and carried off the Sparrow, who, when he felt the Hawk’s talons in his sides, cried still more loudly than the Hare. The Hare, in the agonies of death, received comfort from the fact that the fate of the mocking Sparrow was no better than his own.

When calamity overtakes the hard-hearted they receive no sympathy.




[image: ] 18 [image: ] AESOP AND HIS FELLOW SERVANTS

A Merchant, who was at one time Aesop’s master, ordered all things to be got ready for an intended journey. When the burdens were being shared among the Servants, Aesop requested that he might have the lightest. He was told to choose for himself, and he took up the basket of bread. The other Servants laughed, for that was the largest and heaviest of all. When dinnertime came, Aesop, who had with some difficulty sustained his load, was told to distribute an equal share of bread all round. He did so, and this lightened his burden one-half; and when suppertime arrived he got rid of the rest. For the remainder of the journey he had nothing but the empty basket to carry, and the other Servants, whose loads seemed to get heavier and heavier at every step, could not but applaud his ingenuity.

Ingenuity lightens labor.




[image: ] 19 [image: ] THE MAN AND THE STONE

Aesop was sent one day by his master Xanthus to see what company were at the public bath. He saw that many who came stumbled, both going in and coming out, over a large Stone that lay at the entrance to the bath, and that only one person had the good sense to remove it. He returned and told his master that there was only one Man at the bath. Xanthus accordingly went, and finding it full of people, demanded of Aesop why he had told him falsely. Aesop replied that only he who had removed the Stone could be considered a Man, and that the rest were not worthy the name.

A man is judged by his deeds.





[image: ] 20 [image: ] THE HARE WITH MANY FRIENDS

A Hare was very popular with the other beasts, who all claimed to be her friends. But one day she heard the hounds approaching and hoped to escape them by the aid of her many Friends. So she went to the horse, and asked him to carry her away from the hounds on his back. But he declined, stating that he had important work to do for his master. He felt sure, he said, that all her other friends would come to her assistance. She then applied to the bull, and hoped that he would repel the hounds with his horns. The bull replied: I am very sorry, but I have an appointment with a lady; but I feel sure that our friend the goat will do what you want. The goat, however, feared that his back might do her some harm if he took her upon it. The ram, he felt sure, was the proper friend to apply to. So she went to the ram and told him the case. The ram replied: Another time, my dear friend. I do not like to interfere on the present occasion, as hounds have been known to eat sheep as well as hares. The Hare then applied, as a last hope, to the calf, who regretted that he was unable to help her, as he did not like to take the responsibility upon himself, as so many persons older than himself had declined the task. By this time the hounds were quite near, and the Hare took to her heels and luckily escaped.

He that has many friends, has no friends.





[image: ] 21 [image: ] THE FOX AND THE CROW

A crow was sitting on a branch of a tree with a piece of cheese in her beak when a fox observed her and set his wits to work to discover some way of getting the cheese. Coming and standing under the tree he looked up and said, “What a noble bird I see above me! Her beauty is without equal, the hue of her plumage exquisite. If only her voice is as sweet as her looks are fair, she ought without doubt to be queen of the birds.” The crow was hugely flattered by this, and just to show the fox that she could sing she gave a loud caw. Down came the cheese, of course, and the fox, snatching it up, said, “You have a voice, madam, I see. What you want is wits.”

Do not trust flatterers.

[image: A crow perched on a tree branch with a piece of cheese in its beak, while a fox sits below, looking up at the crow.]



[image: A crow holding a piece of cheese sits on a bare tree branch, while a fox below smiles slyly.]
The Fox and the Crow




[image: ] 22 [image: ] THE COCK AND THE FOX

One bright spring morning a Cock, perched among the branches of a lofty tree, crowed loud and long. The shrillness of his voice echoed through the wood, and the well-known note brought a Fox, who was prowling in quest of prey, to the spot. Reynard, seeing that the Cock was at a great height, set his wits to work to find some way of bringing him down. He saluted the Bird in his mildest voice, and said, “Have you not heard, cousin, of the proclamation of peace and harmony among all kinds of Beasts and Birds? We are no longer to prey upon and devour one another, but love and friendship are to be the order of the day. Do come down, and we will talk over this great news at our leisure.” The Cock, who knew that the Fox was only at his old tricks, pretended to be watching something in the distance. Finally the Fox asked him what it was he looked at so earnestly. “Why,” said the Cock, “I think I see a pack of Hounds yonder.” “Oh, then,” said the Fox, “your humble servant; I must be gone.” “Nay, cousin,” said the Cock; “pray do not go: I am just coming down. You are surely not afraid of Dogs in these peaceable times!” “No, no,” said the Fox; “but ten to one they have not heard of the proclamation yet.”

’Tis a poor rule that will not work both ways.





[image: ] 23 [image: ] GENIUS, VIRTUE, AND REPUTATION

Genius, Virtue, and Reputation, three great friends, agreed to travel over the island of Great Britain, to see whatever might be worthy of observation. But as some misfortune, said they, may happen to separate us, let us consider before we set out, by what means we may find each other again. Should it be my ill fate, said Genius, to be severed from my friends, which heaven forbid! you may find me kneeling in devotion before the tomb of Shakespeare; or rapt in some grove where Milton talked with angels; or musing in the grotto where Pope caught inspiration. Virtue, with a sigh, acknowledged, that her friends were not very numerous; but were I to lose you, she cried, with whom I am at present so happily united, I should choose to take sanctuary in the temples of religion, in the palaces of royalty, or in the stately domes of ministers of state; but as it may be my ill fortune to be there denied admittance, inquire for some cottage where contentment has a bower, and there you will certainly find me. Ah, my dear friends, said Reputation very earnestly, you, I perceive, when missing, may possibly be recovered; but take care, I entreat you, always to keep sight of me, for if I am once lost, I am never to be retrieved.

There are few things which can be so irreparably lost as reputation.





[image: ] 24 [image: ] THE HORSE AND THE GROOM

There was once a groom who used to spend long hours clipping and combing the horse of which he had charge, but who daily stole a portion of his allowance of oats, and sold it for his own profit. The horse gradually got into worse and worse condition, and at last cried to the groom, “If you really want me to look sleek and well, you must comb me less and feed me more.”

A man may smile yet be a villain.




[image: ] 25 [image: ] THE PEACOCK AND THE CRANE

A peacock taunted a crane with the dullness of her plumage. “Look at my brilliant colors,” said she, “and see how much finer they are than your poor feathers.” “I am not denying,” replied the crane, “that yours are far gayer than mine; but when it comes to flying I can soar into the clouds, whereas you are confined to the earth like any dunghill cock.”

Fine feathers don’t make fine birds.





[image: ] 26 [image: ] THE CAT AND THE BIRDS

A cat heard that the birds in an aviary were ailing. So he got himself up as a doctor, and, taking with him a set of the instruments proper to his profession, presented himself at the door, and inquired after the health of the birds. “We shall do very well,” they replied, without letting him in, “when we’ve seen the last of you.”

A villain may disguise himself, but he will not deceive the wise.

[image: A cat dressed as a doctor, wearing a top hat, a suit, and glasses, knocking on a door with a parrot-shaped knocker.]




[image: ] 27 [image: ] THE SPECTACLES

Jupiter one day, enjoying himself over a bowl of nectar, and in a merry humor, determined to make mankind a present. Momus was appointed to convey it to them; who mounted on a rapid car, was presently on earth. Come hither, says he, ye happy mortals, great Jupiter has opened for your benefit his all-gracious hands. It is true, he made you somewhat short-sighted, but to remedy that inconvenience, behold how he has favored you! So saying, he unloosed his portmanteau; an infinite number of spectacles tumbled out, and mankind picked them up with great eagerness. There was enough for all, every man had his pair. But it was soon found that these spectacles did not represent objects to all mankind alike, for one pair was purple, another blue; one was white, and another black; some of the glasses were red, some green, and some yellow. In short, there were all manner of colors, and every shade of color. However, notwithstanding this diversity, every man was charmed with his own, as believing it the best, and enjoyed in opinion, all the satisfaction of truth.

Our opinions of things are altogether as various as though each saw them through a different medium; our attachments to these opinions as fixed and firm are as though all saw them through the medium of truth.





[image: ] 28 [image: ] THE MOCKING BIRD

There is a certain Bird in America which has the faculty of mimicking the notes of every other songster, without being able himself to add any original strains to the concert. As one of these Mocking Birds was displaying his talent of ridicule among the branches of a venerable wood, “ ’Tis very well,” said a little warbler, speaking in the name of all the rest; “we grant you that our music is not without its faults; but why will you not favor us with a strain of your own?”

Many ridicule the things that they themselves cannot do.




[image: ] 29 [image: ] THE TWO SCYTHES

It so happened that a couple of mower’s Scythes were placed together in the same barn: one of them was without its proper handle, and therefore remained useless and rusty; the other was complete, bright, and in good order, and was frequently made use of in the hands of the mowers. “My good neighbor,” said the rusty one, “I much pity you, who labor so much for the good of others, and withal so constantly are fretted with that odious whetstone, that scours you till you strike fire, whilst I repose in perfect ease and quiet.” — “Give me leave,” replied the bright one, “to explain to you, neighbor, the difference of our conditions: I must own that I labor, but then I am well rewarded in consideration that it is for the benefit of multitudes; and this gives me all my importance: it is true also that I am renovated by a harsh whetstone, but this still increases my capability to become useful in a more powerful degree: whilst you remain the insignificant and helpless victim of your pride and idleness, and in the end fall a prey to a devouring rust, useless, unpitied, and unknown.”

Idleness in every station in life is attended by a portion of misery.




[image: ] 30 [image: ] THE YOUNG MOUSE, THE COCK, AND THE CAT

A Young Mouse, on his return to his hole after leaving it for the first time, thus recounted his adventures to his Mother. “Mother,” said he, “quitting this narrow place where you have brought me up, I rambled about today like a Mouse of spirit, who wished to see and to be seen, when two such notable creatures came in my way! One was so gracious, so gentle and benign! The other, who was just as noisy and forbidding, had on his head and under his chin, pieces of raw meat, which shook at every step he took; and then, all at once, beating his sides with the utmost fury, he uttered such a harsh and piercing cry that I fled in terror; and this, too, just as I was about to introduce myself to the other stranger, who was covered with fur like our own, only richer-looking and much more beautiful, and who seemed so modest and benevolent that it did my heart good to look at her.” “Ah, my son,” replied the Old Mouse, “learn while you live to distrust appearances. The first strange creature was nothing but a Fowl, that will ere long be killed, and off his bones, when put on a dish in the pantry, we may make a delicious supper; while the other was a nasty, sly, and bloodthirsty hypocrite of a Cat, to whom no food is so welcome as a young and juicy little Mouse like yourself.”

Do not trust appearances.




[image: ] 31 [image: ] THE ASS AND THE FROGS

An Ass, carrying a load of wood, passed through a pond. As he was crossing through the water he lost his footing, and stumbled and fell, and not being able to rise on account of his load, he groaned heavily. Some Frogs frequenting the pool heard his lamentation, and said, “What would you do if you had to live here always as we do, when you make such a fuss about a mere fall into the water?”

Men often bear little grievances with less courage than they do large misfortunes.





[image: ] 32 [image: ] THE SPENDTHRIFT AND THE SWALLOW

A spendthrift, who had wasted his fortune, and had nothing left but the clothes in which he stood, saw a swallow one fine day in early spring. Thinking that summer had come, and that he could now do without his coat, he went and sold it for what it would fetch. A change, however, took place in the weather, and there came a sharp frost which killed the unfortunate swallow. When the spendthrift saw its dead body he cried, “miserable bird! Thanks to you I am perishing of cold myself.”

One swallow does not make summer.





[image: ] 33 [image: ] THE MOON AND HER MOTHER

The moon once begged her mother to make her a gown. “How can I?” replied she; “there’s no fitting your figure. At one time you’re a new moon, and at another you’re a full moon; and between whiles you’re neither one nor the other.”




[image: A large, elderly woman seated in the clouds sewing, looking down at the full moon, which has a face and the body of a little boy reaching toward his mother.]
The Moon and Her Mother




[image: ] 34 [image: ] THE OLD WOMAN AND THE DOCTOR

An old woman became almost totally blind from a disease of the eyes, and, after consulting a doctor, made an agreement with him in the presence of witnesses that she should pay him a high fee if he cured her, while if he failed he was to receive nothing. The doctor accordingly prescribed a course of treatment, and every time he paid her a visit he took away with him some article out of the house, until at last, when he visited her for the last time, and the cure was complete, there was nothing left. When the old woman saw that the house was empty she refused to pay him his fee; and, after repeated refusals on her part, he sued her before the magistrates for payment of her debt. On being brought into court she was ready with her defense. “The claimant,” said she, “has stated the facts about our agreement correctly. I undertook to pay him a fee if he cured me, and he, on his part, promised to charge nothing if he failed. Now, he says I am cured; but I say that I am blinder than ever, and I can prove what I say. When my eyes were bad I could at any rate see well enough to be aware that my house contained a certain amount of furniture and other things; but now, when according to him I am cured, I am entirely unable to see anything there at all.”

He who plays a trick must be prepared to take a joke.





[image: ] 35 [image: ] MERCURY AND THE WOODMAN

A woodman was felling a tree on the bank of a river, when his ax, glancing off the trunk, flew out of his hands and fell into the water. As he stood by the water’s edge lamenting his loss, Mercury appeared and asked him the reason for his grief; and on learning what had happened, out of pity for his distress he dived into the river and, bringing up a golden ax, asked him if that was the one he had lost. The woodman replied that it was not, and Mercury then dived a second time, and, bringing up a silver ax, asked if that was his. “No, that is not mine either,” said the woodman. Once more Mercury dived into the river, and brought up the missing ax. The woodman was overjoyed at recovering his property, and thanked his benefactor warmly; and the latter was so pleased with his honesty that he made him a present of the other two axes. When the woodman told the story to his companions, one of these was filled with envy of his good fortune and determined to try his luck for himself. So he went and began to fell a tree at the edge of the river, and presently contrived to let his ax drop into the water. Mercury appeared as before, and, on learning that his ax had fallen in, he dived and brought up a golden ax, as he had done on the previous occasion. Without waiting to be
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