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From Chips from a German Workshop, by F. Max
Müller, Vol. IV, pp. 139–198. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons
[1881].








"Count not your chickens before they be hatched," is a well-known
proverb in English, and most people, if asked what was its origin,
would probably appeal to La Fontaine's delightful fable, La
Laitière et le Pot au Lait.
1 We all know Perrette,
lightly stepping along from her village to the town, carrying the
milk-pail on her head, and in her day-dreams selling her milk for a
good sum, then buying a hundred eggs, then selling the chickens,
then buying a pig, fattening it, selling it again, and buying a cow
with a calf. The calf frolics about, and kicks up his legs—so does
Perrette, and, alas! the pail falls down, the milk is spilt, her
riches gone, and she only hopes when she comes home that she may
escape a flogging from her husband.



Did La Fontaine invent this fable? or did he merely follow the
example of Sokrates, who, as we know from the Phædon,
2 occupied himself in prison,
during the last days of his life, with turning into verse some of
the fables, or, as he calls them, the myths of Æsop.



La Fontaine published the first six books of his fables in 1668,
3 and it is well known that
the subjects of most of these early fables were taken from Æsop,
Phædrus, Horace, and other classical fabulists, if we may adopt
this word "fabuliste," which La Fontaine was the first to introduce
into French.



In 1678 a second edition of these six books was published, enriched
by five books of new fables, and in 1694 a new edition appeared,
containing one additional book, thus completing the collection of
his charming poems.



The fable of Perrette stands in the seventh book, and was
published, therefore, for the first time in the edition of 1678. In
the preface to that edition La Fontaine says: "It is not necessary
that I should say whence I have taken the subjects of these new
fables. I shall only say, from a sense of gratitude, the largest
portion of them to Pilpay the Indian sage."



If, then, La Fontaine tells us himself that he borrowed the
subjects of most of his new fables from Pilpay, the Indian sage, we
have clearly a right to look to India in order to see whether, in
the ancient literature of that country, any traces can be
discovered of Perrette with the milk-pail.



Sanskrit literature is very rich in fables and stories; no other
literature can vie with it in that respect; nay, it is extremely
likely that fables, in particular animal fables, had their
principal source in India. In the sacred literature of the
Buddhists, fables held a most prominent place. The Buddhist
preachers, addressing themselves chiefly to the people, to the
untaught, the uncared for, the outcast, spoke to them, as we still
speak to children, in fables, in proverbs and parables. Many of
these fables and parables must have existed before the rise of the
Buddhist religion; others, no doubt, were added on the spur of the
moment, just as Sokrates would invent a myth or fable whenever that
form of argument seemed to him most likely to impress and convince
his hearers. But Buddhism gave a new and permanent sanction to this
whole branch of moral mythology, and in the sacred canon, as it was
settled in the third century before Christ, many a fable received,
and holds to the present day, its recognized place. After the fall
of Buddhism in India, and even during its decline, the Brahmans
claimed the inheritance of their enemies, and used their popular
fables for educational purposes. The best known of these
collections of fables in Sanskrit is the Pañ katantra,
literally the Pentateuch, or Pentamerone. From it and from other
sources another collection was made, well known to all Sanskrit
scholars by the name of Hitopade sa, i.e.,
Salutary Advice. Both these books have been published in England
and Germany, and there are translations of them in English, German,
French, and other languages. 4



The first question which we have to answer refers to the date of
these collections, and dates in the history of Sanskrit literature
are always difficult points.



Fortunately, as we shall see, we can in this case fix the date of
the Pañ katantra at least, by means of a translation into
ancient Persian, which was made about 550 years after Christ,
though even then we can only prove that a collection somewhat like
the Pañ katantra must have existed at that time; but we
cannot refer the book, in exactly that form in which we now possess
it, to that distant period.



If we look for La Fontaine's fable in the Sanskrit stories of the
Pañ katantra, we do not find, indeed, the milkmaid
counting her chickens before they are hatched, but we meet with the
following story:—



"There lived in a certain place a Brâhman, whose name was Svabhâvak
ripa na, which means 'a born miser.' He had
collected a quantity of rice by begging (this reminds us somewhat
of the Buddhist mendicants), and after having dined off it, he
filled a pot with what was left over. He hung the pot on a peg on
the wall, placed his couch beneath, and looking intently at it all
the night, he thought, 'Ah, that pot is indeed brimful of rice.
Now, if there should be a famine, I should certainly make a hundred
rupees by it. With this I shall buy a couple of goats. They will
have young ones every six months, and thus I shall have a whole
herd of goats. Then, with the goats, I shall buy cows. As soon as
they have calved, I shall sell the calves. Then, with the cows, I
shall buy buffaloes; with the buffaloes, mares. When the mares have
foaled, I shall have plenty of horses; and when I sell them, plenty
of gold. With that gold I shall get a house with four wings. And
then a Brâhman will come to my house, and will give me his
beautiful daughter, with a large dowry. She will have a son, and I
shall call him Soma sarman. When he is old enough to be
danced on his father's knee, I shall sit with a book at the back of
the stable, and while I am reading the boy will see me, jump from
his mother's lap, and run towards me to be danced on my knee. He
will come too near the horse's hoof, and, full of anger, I shall
call to my wife, "Take the baby; take him!" But she, distracted by
some domestic work does not hear me. Then I get up, and give her
such a kick with my foot.' While he thought this, he gave a kick
with his foot, and broke the pot. All the rice fell over him, and
made him quite white. Therefore, I say, 'He who makes foolish plans
for the future will be white all over, like the father of Soma
sarman.'" 5



I shall at once proceed to read you the same story, though slightly
modified, from the Hitopade sa.
6 The Hitopade sa
professes to be taken from the Pañ katantra and some other
books; and in this case it would seem as if some other authority
had been followed. You will see, at all events, how much freedom
there was in telling the old story of the man who built castles in
the air.



"In the town of Devîko tta there lived a Brâhman of the
name of Deva sarman. At the feast of the great equinox he
received a plate full of rice. He took it, went into a potter's
shop, which was full of crockery, and, overcome by the heat, he lay
down in a corner and began to doze. In order to protect his plate
of rice, he kept a stick in his hand, and began to think, 'Now, if
I sell this plate of rice, I shall receive ten cowries (kapardaka).
I shall then, on the spot, buy pots and plates, and after having
increased my capital again and again, I shall buy and sell betel
nuts and dresses till I become enormously rich. Then I shall marry
four wives, and the youngest and prettiest of the four I shall make
a great pet of. Then the other wives will be so angry, and begin to
quarrel. But I shall be in a great rage, and take a stick, and give
them a good flogging.' . . . . While he said this, he flung his
stick away; the plate of rice was smashed to pieces, and many of
the pots in the shop were broken. The potter, hearing the noise,
ran into the shop, and when he saw his pots broken, he gave the
Brâhman a good scolding, and drove him out of his shop. Therefore I
say, 'He who rejoices over plans for the future will come to grief,
like the Brâhman who broke the pots.'"



In spite of the change of a Brahman into a milkmaid, no one, I
suppose, will doubt that we have here in the stories of the Pañ
katantra and Hitopade sa the first germs of La
Fontaine's fable. 7 But how
did that fable travel all the way from India to France? How did it
doff its Sanskrit garment and don the light dress of modern French?
How was the stupid Brahman born again as the brisk milkmaid, "
cotillon simple et souliers plats?"



It seems a startling case of longevity that while languages have
changed, while works of art have perished, while empires have risen
and vanished again, this simple children's story should have lived
on, and maintained its place of honor and its Undisputed sway in
every school-room of the East and every nursery of the West. And
yet it is a case of longevity so well attested that even the most
skeptical would hardly venture to question it. We have the passport
of these stories viséed at every place through which they
have passed, and, as far as I can judge, parfaitement en
règle. The story of the migration of these Indian fables from
East to West is indeed wonderful; more wonderful and more
instructive than many of these fables themselves. Will it be
believed that we, in this Christian country and in the nineteenth
century, teach our children the first, the most important lessons
of worldly wisdom, nay, of a more than worldly wisdom, from books
borrowed from Buddhists and Brahmans, from heretics and idolaters,
and that wise words, spoken a thousand, nay, two thousand years
ago, in a lonely village of India, like precious seed scattered
broadcast all over the world, still bear fruit a hundred and a
thousand-fold in that soil which is the most precious before God
and man, the soul of a child? No lawgiver, no philosopher, has made
his influence felt so widely, so deeply, and so permanently as the
author of these children's fables. But who was he? We do not know.
His name, like the name of many a benefactor of the human race, is
forgotten. We only know he was an Indian …—and that he lived at
least two thousand years ago.



No doubt, when we first hear of the Indian origin of these fables,
and of their migration from India to Europe, we wonder whether it
can be so; but the fact is, that the story of this Indo-European
migration is not, like the migration of the Indo-European
languages, myths, and legends, a matter of theory, but of history,
and that it was never quite forgotten either in the East or in the
West. Each translator, as he handed on his treasure, seems to have
been anxious to show how he came by it.



Several writers who have treated of the origin and spreading of
Indo-European stories and fables, have mixed up two or three
questions which ought to be treated each on its own merits.



The first question is whether the Aryans, when they broke up their
pro-ethnic community, carried away with them, not only their common
grammar and dictionary, but likewise some myths and legends which
we find that Indians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Celts, Germans,
Slaves, when they emerge into the light of history, share in
common? That certain deities occur in India, Greece, and Germany,
having the same names and the same character, is a fact that can no
longer be denied. That certain heroes, too, known to Indians,
Greeks, and Romans, point to one and the same origin, both by their
name and by their history, is a fact by this time admitted by all
whose admission is of real value. As heroes are in most cases gods
in disguise, there is nothing very startling in the fact that
nations, who had worshipped the same gods, should also have
preserved some common legends of demi-gods or heroes, nay, even in
a later phase of thought, of fairies and ghosts. The case, however,
becomes much more problematical when we ask, whether stories also,
fables told with a decided moral purpose, formed part of that
earliest Aryan inheritance? This is still doubted by many who have
no doubts whatever as to common Aryan myths and legends, and even
those who, like myself, have tried to establish by tentative
arguments the existence of common Aryan fables, dating from before
the Aryan separation, have done so only by showing a possible
connection between ancient popular saws and mythological ideas,
capable of a moral application. To any one, for instance, who knows
how in the poetical mythology of the Aryan tribes, the golden
splendor of the rising sun leads to conceptions of the wealth of
the Dawn in gold and jewels and her readiness to shower them upon
her worshippers, the modern German proverb, Morgenstunde hat
Gold im Munde, seems to have a kind of mythological ring, and
the stories of benign fairies, changing everything into gold, sound
likewise like an echo from the long-forgotten forest of our common
Aryan home. If we know how the trick of dragging stolen cattle
backwards into their place of hiding, so that their footprints
might not lead to the discovery of the thief, appears again and
again in the mythology of different Aryan nations, then the
pointing of the same trick as a kind of proverb, intended to convey
a moral lesson, and illustrated by fables of the same or a very
similar character in India and Greece, makes one feel inclined to
suspect that here too the roots of these fables may reach to a
pro-ethnic period. Vestigia nulla retrorsum is clearly an
ancient proverb, dating from a nomadic period, and when we see how
Plato ("Alcibiades," i. 123) was perfectly familiar with the
Æsopian myth or fable,—κατ ὰ τ ὸν Α
ἰσ ώπου μ ῦθον, he says—of
the fox declining to enter the lion's cave, because all footsteps
went into it and none came out, and how the Sanskrit Pañ
katantra (III. 14) tells of a jackal hesitating to enter
his own cave, because he sees the footsteps of a lion going in, but
not coming out, we feel strongly inclined to admit a common origin
for both fables. Here, however, the idea that the Greeks, like La
Fontaine, had borrowed their fable from the Pañ katantra
would be simply absurd, and it would be much more rational, if the
process must be one of borrowing, to admit, as Benfey
("Pantschatantra," i. 381) does, that the Hindus, after Alexander's
discovery of India, borrowed this story from the Greeks. But if we
consider that each of the two fables has its own peculiar tendency,
the one deriving its lesson from the absence of backward footprints
of the victims, the other from the absence of backward footprints
of the lion himself, the admission of a common Aryan proverb such
as " vestigia nulla retrorsum," would far better explain
the facts such as we find them. I am not ignorant of the
difficulties of this explanation, and I would myself point to the
fact that among the Hottentots, too, Dr. Bleek has found a fable of
the jackal declining to visit the sick lion, "because the traces of
the animals who went to see him did not turn back."
8 Without, however,
pronouncing any decided opinion on this vexed question, what I wish
to place clearly before you is this, that the spreading of Aryan
myths, legends, and fables, dating from a pro-ethnic period, has
nothing whatever to do with the spreading of fables taking place in
strictly historical times from India to Arabia, to Greece and the
rest of Europe, not by means of oral tradition, but through more or
less faithful translations of literary works. Those who like may
doubt whether Zeus was Dyaus, whether Daphne was
Ahanâ, whether La Belle au Bois was the mother of two
children, called L’Aurore and Le Jour,
9 but the fact that a
collection of fables was, in the sixth century of our era, brought
from India to Persia, and by means of various translations
naturalized among Persians, Arabs, Greeks, Jews, and all the rest,
admits of no doubt or cavil. Several thousand years have passed
between those two migrations, and to mix them up together, to
suppose that Comparative Mythology has anything to do with the
migration of such fables as that of Perrette, would be an
anachronism of a portentous character.



There is a third question, viz., whether besides the two channels
just mentioned, there were others through which Eastern fables
could have reached Europe, or Æsopian and other European fables
have been transferred to the East. There are such channels, no
doubt. Persian and Arab stories, of Indian origin, were through the
crusaders brought back to Constantinople, Italy, and France;
Buddhist fables were through Mongolian
10 conquerors (13th century)
carried to Russia and the eastern parts of Europe. Greek stories
may have reached Persia and India at the time of Alexander's
conquests and during the reigns of the Diadochi, and even Christian
legends may have found their way to the East through missionaries,
travellers, or slaves.



Lastly, there comes the question, how far our common human nature
is sufficient to account for coincidences in beliefs, customs,
proverbs, and fables, which, at first sight, seem to require an
historical explanation. I shall mention but one instance. Professor
Wilson ("Essays on Sanskrit Literature," i. p. 201) pointed out
that the story of the Trojan horse occurs in a Hindu tale, only
that instead of the horse we have an elephant. But he rightly
remarked that the coincidence was accidental. In the one case,
after a siege of nine years, the principal heroes of the Greek army
are concealed in a wooden horse, dragged into Troy by a stratagem,
and the story ends by their falling upon the Trojans and conquering
the city of Priam. In the other story a king bent on securing a
son-in-law, had an elephant constructed by able artists, and filled
with armed men. The elephant was placed in a forest, and when the
young prince came to hunt, the armed men sprang out, overpowered
the prince and brought him to the king, whose daughter he was to
marry. However striking the similarity may seem to one unaccustomed
to deal with ancient legends, I doubt whether any comparative
mythologist has postulated a common Aryan origin for these two
stories. They feel that, as far as the mere construction of a
wooden animal is concerned, all that was necessary to explain the
origin of the idea in one place was present also in the other, and
that while the Trojan horse forms an essential part of a
mythological cycle, there is nothing truly mythological or
legendary in the Indian story. The idea of a hunter disguising
himself in the skin of an animal, or even of one animal assuming
the disguise of another, 11
are familiar in every part of the world, and if that is so, then
the step from hiding under the skin of a large animal to that of
hiding in a wooden animal is not very great.



Every one of these questions, as I said before, must be treated on
its own merits, and while the traces of the first migration of
Aryan fables can be rediscovered only by the most minute and
complex inductive processes, the documents of the latter are to be
found in the library of every intelligent collector of books. Thus,
to return to Perrette and the fables of Pilpay, Huet, the learned
bishop of Avranches, the friend of La Fontaine, had only to examine
the prefaces of the principal translations of the Indian fables in
order to track their wanderings, as he did in his famous "Traite de
l’Origine des Romans," published at Paris in 1670, two years after
the appearance of the first collection of La Fontaine's fables.
Since his time the evidence has become more plentiful, and the
whole subject has been more fully and more profoundly treated by
Sylvestre de Sacy, 12
Loiseleur Deslongchamps, 13
and Professor Benfey. 14 But
though we have a more accurate knowledge of the stations by which
the Eastern fables reached their last home in the West, Bishop Huet
knew as well as we do that they came originally from India through
Persia by way of Bagdad and Constantinople.



In order to gain a commanding view of the countries traversed by
these fables, let us take our position at Bagdad in the middle of
the eighth century, and watch from that central point the movements
of our literary caravan in its progress from the far East to the
far West. In the middle of the eighth century, during the reign of
the great Khalif Almansur, Abdallah ibn Almokaffa wrote his famous
collection of fables, the "Kalila and Dimnah," which we still
possess. The Arabic text of these fables has been published by
Sylvestre de Sacy, and there is an English translation of it by Mr.
Knatchbull, formerly Professor of Arabic at Oxford. Abdallah ibn
Almokaffa was a Persian by birth, who after the fall of the
Omeyyades became a convert to Mohammedanism, and rose to high
office at the court of the Khalifs. Being in possession of
important secrets of state, he became dangerous in the eyes of the
Khalif Almansur, and was foully murdered.
15 In the preface, Abdallah
ibn Almokaffa tells us that he translated these fables from
Pehlevi, the ancient language of Persia; and that they had been
translated into Pehlevi (about two hundred years before his time)
by Barzûyeh, the physician of Khosru Nushir van, the King of
Persia, the contemporary of the Emperor Justinian. The King of
Persia had heard that there existed in India a book full of wisdom,
and he had commanded his Vezier, Buzurjmihr, to find a man
acquainted with the languages both of Persia and India. The man
chosen was Barzûyeh. He travelled to India, got possession of the
book, translated it into Persian, and brought it back to the court
of Khosru. Declining all rewards beyond a dress of honor, he only
stipulated that an account of his own life and opinions should be
added to the book. This account, probably written by himself, is
extremely curious. It is a kind of Religio Medici of the
sixth century, and shows us a soul dissatisfied with traditions and
formularies, striving after truth, and finding rest only where many
other seekers after truth have found rest before and after him, in
a life devoted to alleviating the sufferings of mankind.
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