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INTRODUCTION



The earliest mention of someone called Aesop (Greek Aisōpos) comes from the pen of the historian Herodotus. Talking about a famous courtesan called Rhodopis, he says, “She was a Thracian by birth, and owned by a Samian called Iadmon, the son of Hephaestopolis, another of whose slaves was Aesop the fabulist. That he too was a slave of Iadmon’s is proved above all by the fact that when the Delphians proclaimed, on the advice of the oracle, that anyone who so wanted could claim compensation from them for Aesop’s life, no one came forward until Iadmon’s grandson, who was also called Iadmon, claimed it. This shows that Aesop belonged to Iadmon” (Histories 2.134). So in about 425 bce Herodotus took Aesop to be a real person who had lived in the middle of the sixth century bce (contemporary with Rhodopis and the Egyptian pharaoh Amasis); that he had been a slave on the island of Samos, the greatest Greek state at the time (slavery was an unfortunate presence throughout the ancient Greek and Roman worlds); and that he had been killed by the people of Delphi, the religious and oracular site in central Greece. All these are constant elements of the Aesop legend; the legend was already flourishing at the time of Aesop’s first appearance in Greek literature, about a hundred years after his death.


His death at the hands of the Delphians is said to have come about as follows. He visited Delphi (by this time he had long won his freedom from enslavement), and while there he insulted the Delphians in some way, perhaps by accusing them of profiteering from their status. The enraged Delphians planted in Aesop’s belongings a golden cup that was used in their sanctuary for religious purposes and then accused him of stealing it. The penalty for temple robbery was death, but after executing Aesop the gods visited the Delphians with crop failure and diseases, and so they offered the compensation Herodotus mentions in order to avert divine wrath.1


Many more stories accrued around the figure of Aesop. There are traces of them in various writers, but the main source is The Life of Aesop (aka the Aesop Romance), an anonymously written (or, rather, compiled) biography dating perhaps from the first century ce, but incorporating elements of the Aesop legend that evolved over the previous centuries. From this we glean a few more biographical details, including that he was born in Phrygia (a country in central Asia Minor), so that he was not Greek (as in Fable 329). Other sources say that he was born in Thrace, now northeastern Greece and Bulgaria, which would still make him a “barbarian” in Greek terms. The one constant in the stories is that he worked as a slave (Fables 330 and 332) on the island of Samos, where he later won his freedom (Fable 233), and that his master was called Xanthus (Fable 333), not Iadmon (as Herodotus argued). He was also said to be extremely ugly and even malformed—“the ugliest person ever,” according to a late orator (Himerius, Orations 13.5). The real point of the Life is to provide a frame for telling or retelling some of the fables and Aesop-related jokes and to provide an amusing account of his life and picaresque adventures. By their very nature, these fanciful stories are not to be trusted as biography, especially when we read of Aesop’s sojourn in the court of King Croesus of Lydia, or about the time when he put his riddle-solving talent to use in aiding the king of Babylon in his rivalry with the king of Egypt.2


Aesop may not even have been a slave. Certainty is impossible, because his low status as a slave, his non-Greek ethnicity, and his ugliness made him the perfect vehicle for commenting on aspects of Greek society. He was an outsider, casting an amused, cynical, and critical eye on the behavior of people around him. So even his enslavement is in a sense too good to be true. In any case, since (as we shall see) the focus of the fables is the way of life of ordinary folk, he became a personification or projection of their hopes and fears cast in fabular form. So even if there ever was a living person called Aesop, a teller of fables, we cannot be sure of any details of his life, and it is impossible to determine how many, if any, of the fables were originally told by him. Just as authorship of numerous medical treatises that he certainly never wrote was attributed to Hippocrates, so any and all fables became ascribed to Aesop; the Greeks had a habit of doing this kind of thing. Aelius Theon, a schoolteacher of the first century ce, mentions the use of fable by Hesiod and Archilochus, among others, and says, “They are called ‘Aesopian’ not because Aesop was the inventor of the fable, but because he used it more extensively and felicitously than others.”3


Every land in the world has a store of popular stories and fables, and they certainly existed in Greece before Aesop, as Theon says. They are probably as old as humankind, and it is likely that the fable arrived in Greece from farther east, from Mesopotamia, where fables are known going back to 2500 bce. At any rate, there are remarkable similarities between certain Middle Eastern and Indian fables and those that we think of as Greek. The poet Babrius, one of the most important versifiers of Aesopian fables, knew this. In the prologue to the second book of his verses, he says, “Fable was invented originally by the Assyrians in the days of the kings Ninus and Belus.” Little is known of Babrius’s life, but he came from somewhere in the eastern Roman Empire, where this account of the origins of the Greek fable was apparently still known.


One fable is told by the Greek poet Hesiod, who was writing circa 700 bce (Fable 117); others are reflected in fragments of the work of the poet Archilochus, writing about fifty years later than Hesiod. And then there are references to fables in other poets, such as Semonides of Amorgos, and the Athenians Solon and Aeschylus, between 650 and 450 bce. None of these writers mention Aesop, which is hardly surprising in the cases of Hesiod, Archilochus, and Semonides because they predate his presumed lifetime. But by the end of the fifth century Aesop had become the fable-maker par excellence, so that, for instance, one of the fables adumbrated by Archilochus (Fable 113) became attributed to him. “Aesop” was well on the way to becoming the name of a literary genre, the fable, rather than that of a historical person. Saying that the fables are “by Aesop” is wrong, then, but it is a convenience that is exploited throughout this book. In the prologue to the fifth book of his fables, Phaedrus admits that his use of the term “Aesopian” is just a marketing strategy.


HOW THE FABLES REACHED US


There appear to have been two main streams of fables, the Greek and the Libyan (for the Greeks, “Libya” meant North Africa in general, but above all the Greek cities of northeastern Libya). Aristotle speaks of these two sets of fables (The Art of Rhetoric 2.20), and the Libyan origin is clear in those fables that introduce, for instance, dates, camels, hyenas, elephants, and Pygmies. Originally, just as the Aesopian variety started with something along the lines of “Aesop once said…,” so the North African ones would have started with “A Libyan once said…” The same presumably went for other kinds of fables of which we hear: Carian, Phrygian, Cilician, Sybaritic, Egyptian. Carians were proverbially stupid, and Sybarites proverbially self-indulgent (“sybaritic,” in fact), so that gives us some idea of the kind of humorous stories they would have introduced. A few Sybaritic stories have been preserved; here is a short one: “Mindyrides [a token Sybarite] complained that he felt rather uncomfortable because the rose petals on which he reclined were creased.” If any of these five kinds occur among the Aesopian fables, they are now impossible to distinguish.


The fables were originally told, not written down. Their origins are piecemeal, then, and this is reflected in the fact that many of them have reached us just because they were later written into a work of Greek literature that happens to have survived, when the author wanted to underscore the point he was making in an entertaining or trenchant fashion. Originally, the fables depended on their contexts and were not told as ends in themselves. Others, as already mentioned, weave through the pages of The Life of Aesop. More important sources, however, are authors who made collections of fables. Plato records that his mentor, the philosopher Socrates, turned a few Aesopian fables into verse while in prison awaiting execution (Plato, Phaedo 60d–61b), but that hardly counts. Intriguingly, at Birds 471–472 (performed in 414 bce, fifteen years before Socrates’s death), the comic poet Aristophanes has one character tell another, “You haven’t studied Aesop.” Does this imply the existence of a written text, such that the fables could be “studied”? Probably not; writing was still in those days a very rare and unusual occupation.


The first true collection of prose fables was made by Demetrius of Phalerum, a literary man who had studied in the Aristotelian school, and who became the sole ruler—dictator, perhaps—of Athens from 317 to 307 bce, as a puppet of Cassander, the king of Macedon. He is also, coincidentally, the protagonist of Fable 334. Demetrius’s collection has not survived, but we can to a certain extent deduce its contents (it contained perhaps a hundred fables) from those that occur in later collections. It seems to have included, among others, some of the most popular fables, some of the etiological fables (those written to explain the origin of something), and some of the fables that scholars call “agonal,” that pitted two rivals against each other. There may have been no purpose behind his collection other than just collection, but he probably also wanted it to be a useful handbook for orators and others who wanted to leaven their work with a little wit. As Aristotle, the teacher of Demetrius’s teacher, said, “Fables are best suited to speeches addressed to popular assemblies” (The Art of Rhetoric 2.20), and we have explicit cases of such usage in Fables 214, 233, 294, 345, and 377.


Only a few fable collections from later in the Hellenistic and early Roman periods (323 bce–50 ce) have survived, in whole or in part. There is the very important set of fables in Greek prose known as the Augustana Collection, some 230 anonymous fables compiled perhaps in the first century ce and then added to later. (I suppose that “anonymous” means “gleaned from this or that source.”) There were two further such collections as well, until there were about 350 anonymous Greek prose fables altogether. It is clear that this was a period when more fables were being written or recovered for inclusion in such collections, and when earlier prose fables, such as those collected by Demetrius, were being turned into verse. Earlier prose fables became the raw material of poets.


In the first century ce, early in the Roman imperial period, Phaedrus, a Greek former slave (he had worked in the household of Augustus, the first emperor of Rome), composed several books of fables in Latin verse; what survives of his work contributes about 120 fables, and we can recover more from later prose translations of his work. Not all are traditional tales—some are his own compositions—but they are still “Aesopian” in the broad sense of the term, and many of them may have been based on fables from past centuries that are unknown to us. Perhaps a century later, the Greek poet Babrius wrote a number of fables, both traditional and original; from his pen we have 140 fables, but again, we do not have all his work. Fables were now being written to be read and enjoyed as literature as well as for their practical purposes. Such collections were for the general reading public, whereas earlier collections had been handbooks to be drawn on by orators and others. Of course, alongside these collections, “stray” fables (as they have felicitously been called) continued to be used as exempla, according to occasion, by orators and other writers.


Aphthonius of Antioch made a collection of 40 fables in Greek prose in the fourth century ce, and perhaps a century later Avianus composed 42 fables in Latin verse. And there were others over the centuries, among whom it is worth mentioning the curious case of “Syntipas.” Syntipas was famed throughout the East as the author of a collection of stories called The Seven Wise Masters, and so a collection of Greek fables that had been translated into Syriac was also attributed to him. This collection was then translated back into Greek by Michael Andreopoulos in the eleventh century. The perennial fascination with Aesop culminated in the first printed edition of the fables in English, published by William Caxton in 1484, less than forty years after the invention of the printing press in Germany, and the wonderful verse fables of Jean de la Fontaine in the seventeenth century. But the final collation of almost all the known Aesopian fables from antiquity and late antiquity had to wait for the publication of Ben Edwin Perry’s Aesopica in the middle of the twentieth century.


However, it is important to remember that the earliest fables belong to oral tradition. Originally, they were told one at a time. They were told by politicians (especially to put down rivals), by writers of display speeches, and by philosophers and cracker-barrel philosophers; they occur in poetry of all stripes, from the beautiful lyric poetry of the Archaic period (750–480 bce) to the writers of coarse comedies in the Classical period (479–323); they were told in hearthside conversations, as jokes at symposia, and at other convivial gatherings. In order to capture the original context of the fables, they should be read at random. Nevertheless, I have not scattered the fables throughout the book like rice at a wedding. As a way of demonstrating immediately that, although the bulk of the fables are animal fables, there is more to them than that, the book’s architecture, and some clustering of the fables themselves, are given by an Aesopian Great Chain of Being, so to speak, from talking inanimate objects and plants to humans and gods, with various kinds of animals on the way.


ANIMALS IN THE FABLES


He sat among the woods; he heard


The sylvan merriment; he saw


The pranks of butterfly and bird,


The humours of the ape, the daw.


And in the lion or the frog—


In all the life of moor and fen,


In ass and peacock, stork and log,


He read similitudes of men.


—from “Aesop,” by Andrew Lang (1844–1912)


It is certainly true that all the most famous fables have animals as protagonists. Even in our benighted times hardly anyone is unfamiliar with “The Dog in the Manger” (153), “Sour Grapes” (215), “The Shepherd Who Cried Wolf” (374), “Who Will Bell the Cat?” (63), “The Tortoise and the Hare” (124, the origin of our proverb “Slow and steady wins the race”), “The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse” (58), “The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing” (254), and “The Lion’s Share” (276). These are so famous that even when the original fable is forgotten, the proverb derived from it lives on. But, in fact, not all of Aesop’s fables have animals as the protagonists. Animal fables are prominent, but the reader will also meet talking inanimate objects, trees and bushes, and parts of the body, as well as humans and deities.


Plainly, the world of animalkind is a sort of code or metaphor for the world of humankind—a projection of human thoughts, actions, and values onto animals. But why animals? In the first place, just because they are familiar, and would have been even more familiar to Aesop’s original audience, and especially to the largely nonurban poor who were expected to profit from the fables. The fables are simultaneously realistic, according to the ancient understanding of animal behavior, and fantastic, in that animals (and gods, and inanimate objects) talk. These fantastic elements immediately alert the reader or audience that we are in the realm of allegory; talking animals narrow the gap between humankind and animalkind, because speech is a specifically human attribute (Fable 390). The law of the jungle—“Nature red in tooth and claw,” as the poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson, put it—prevails throughout the animal fables. In that way, although the animal fables are generally set in the countryside, they could evoke the intensity of urban and political life and its pervasive rivalries.


In the second place—and although the fables themselves also greatly contributed to this—many creatures had already been endowed with human characteristics by the popular imagination: the crafty fox, the savage wolf, the timid hare, the mighty lion, the foolish donkey, the proud horse, the patient ox. We meet all these characteristics in the fables, but there is also variety: not all foxes in the fables are cunning, not all donkeys are foolish. The fact that these animals had been endowed with such characteristics made things easier for the fabulists. If they had written or spoken directly about human beings in these tales, they would have had to spend time assigning the relevant characteristics to their human protagonists. This way, the stories could remain pithy.
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