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Translator's Note

When I began these translations, now more than half a century ago, I had no idea what I was getting into. In 1952, five years out of university and imagining that writing poetry was my destined métier, I had left San Antonio for Boston. Once there, I settled in the (long since demolished) West End, on Milton Street – the address seemed an ideal one for practicing my profession.

Among the elder poets of the day whom I read devotedly, one I especially revered was Marianne Moore. But when I began seeing in magazines several of her translations of fables by a seventeenth-century French poet, Jean de La Fontaine, I was puzzled. Though I knew little French at the time, Moore's versions of his work seemed oddly wrong.

These were simple tales, after all, Aesop's fables, transformed by La Fontaine – so critics said – into great works of French poetry. But Moore's English versions of them came across to me as awkward and humorless, with none of the brilliance of language and wit that had made the originals so enduringly famous. (Many years later, when the letters of her friend, Elizabeth Bishop, were published, I learned that Moore's fellow poets had felt as I had at the time but couldn't bring themselves to tell her.)

So it seemed a perfect coincidence when, the following year, on a family visit to San Antonio, among a lot of books that had belonged to a beloved grandmother, I discovered a French edition of the fables, published by Librairie Hachette in 1929, with a rather tattered French-English dictionary sitting on the shelf beside it. It was an irresistible challenge. I took the two books back with me to Boston to see just how difficult it might be to translate such simple-looking poems.

As I said at the beginning, I didn't realize what I was getting into. Though I did not intend at the start to produce a complete translation and indeed ended up doing other things than writing poetry of my own, I kept on translating fables and putting them in the drawer. And though the effort of translation in time became a central thread of my life, both poetically and intellectually, I never worked systematically or sequentially at the task. Admittedly, I skipped around, often trying the fables that looked easiest to do – but still finding it difficult to get them right – and sometimes even stopping altogether for a time as I went through the stages of an ordinary life.

Thus, it is somewhat accidental that you, reader, whoever you may be, now find this volume in your hands, because it was not until much later, when I was in my sixties, that it finally occurred to me that if I kept at it, tortoise-like, I might yet come up with a complete translation. I began to work on fables I had skipped over earlier, filling in the gaps and, one by one, checking off the twelve books into which La Fontaine had divided his extraordinary work. Finally, in August 2006, I had finished translating “The Judge, the Physician, and the Hermit,” the fable with which La Fontaine brought Book XII to a close. I had begun translating the fables when I was, quite possibly, younger than La Fontaine when he started composing them and had finished the job when I was older than he was when he died.

As one might expect, my notions about translation changed as I went along. Though my first impulse was to do without rhyme, I soon saw the error of that and began, quite happily, using rhymes of all sorts, perfect and less than perfect, and, like the originals, hardly ever in any formal scheme. (I have, however, retained a few unrhymed or partially rhymed early translations, such as “The Man Who Ran After Fortune and The Man Who Waited for Her in Bed,” “Baggage,” and “Death and the Dying.”)

As to whether I should convert the original hexameter of the fables into iambic pentameter, a question that often comes up in French-to-English translation, I well knew the argument for doing so: hexameter, especially in its alexandrine form, is not a particularly comfortable meter for English poetry. But as I thought about the question, torn both ways, I began to see that hexameter's supposed unsuitability was actually a splendid reason to use it: I wanted La Fontaine to ‘“sound” French, after all, not English.

And so I came down generally on the side of using La Fontaine's own choices of meters: fables he wrote in pentameter I have translated in pentameter; where he used his unique “free verse” mixture of hexameters and tetrameters I have followed suit, not line by line but in each poem as a whole. And the same for fables written in trimeter or in lines of seven syllables, where one must tread a bit carefully so as not to sound like some latter-day Longfellow. Many of the earlier fables, those in the first six books, were clearly meant for reading aloud, and I have paid some attention to that, hoping to give readers at least a hint of the aural pleasure, as well as the wit, that the French have for centuries enjoyed, giving voice to the words La Fontaine wrote.

Craig Hill



Introduction

Since their publication in the seventeenth century, Jean de La Fontaine's fables have sometimes been mistaken for poems for children. But though children learning French have often been made to memorize and recite “Le corbeau et le renard” or one of the other deceptively simple poems with which Selected Fables begins, La Fontaine's great book is no more a work for children than are George Orwell's Animal Farm or William Blake's Songs of Innocence.

Clearly, much of the blame for the confusion lies with La Fontaine himself, because it was to two children that he dedicated the first and last of the twelve books finally making up the complete work. Book I, published in 1668, was dedicated to Louis XIV's son, the seven-year-old dauphin, and Book XII, twenty-six years later, to Louis's grandson, the Duke of Burgundy, the former dauphin's twelve-year-old son.

All of which should serve to confirm the truism that it is best to be cautious in believing what poets say about their work, especially poets who live under tyrants, more especially the satirists among them. Like Stalin in our modern era, Louis XIV was an art lover with a vengeance, not so lethal as Stalin but nonetheless casting a gigantic shadow over all the arts of his own time.

La Fontaine and Louis XIV were very much aware of each other, though the poet would have been at most a speck in the broad landscape of the monarch's long reign, a minor annoyance, while for La Fontaine the king was always a threatening presence, needing to be placated, never to be trusted. The two men, as they say, had a history.

After La Fontaine's early education, he made several false starts at finding a career, first spending two inconclusive years at the Faculty of Law in Paris and then a year as a novice in a seminary, the Oratoire – where, as he later admitted, he found he preferred reading novels to studying religious texts. At last, over the course of another year in Paris, having concluded that he lacked a vocation either for the law or for the religious life, he fell in with a crowd of aspiring young littérateurs who gathered at a tavern, La Table Ronde, and realized he had found his life's occupation. But lacking any prospect for supporting himself as a writer at age twenty-five, he returned in 1647 to his parental home in the small town of ChâteauThierry, a few miles east of Paris.

Over the next thirteen years, he worked for his father, a minor government official, married a fourteen-year-old local girl from a wealthy family, and fathered a son. He must also have begun to write in earnest, for in 1654, a year after the birth of his only child, he self-published a play, The Eunuch, based on a comedy by the ancient Roman dramatist Terence. It did not make a splash.

Three years later, La Fontaine submitted his first major poem, Adonis, to France's superintendent of finance, Nicolas Foucquet. Based on the same Greek myth as Shakespeare's Venus and Adonis, the effort brought him his first taste of success. His profession was settled: poet. La Fontaine was invited into Foucquet's entourage and offered a generous stipend in return for producing a few suitably entertaining verses each year for his patron's pleasure. By now he was thirty-eight.

La Fontaine had been rescued from oblivion in the provinces. He found himself an equal among a group of the most talented younger poets, dramatists, artists, and intellectuals in France – most notably Molière, a year younger than he but already beginning to be known. One can imagine the deep gratitude he must have felt toward Foucquet. His career as a poet was to be immensely affected over the next several years as he watched the unfolding of his patron's tragic fate.

Politically astute, Foucquet had made himself wealthy in office during the years of the regency following the five-year-old Louis XIV's coronation in 1643. That he would have used his office to enrich himself was perhaps only to have been expected by the standards of the day. Yet he had wanted more than wealth. He seems to have envisioned himself as a Medici prince, a generous patron of all the arts. As such, he needed to build himself a commensurate setting, a palace.

By the time La Fontaine joined his entourage, Foucquet had already begun building his château at Vaux-le-Vicomte. It was to be an architectural masterpiece in the new Palladian style, designed, constructed, and furnished to the last detail by the brilliant trio Foucquet had assembled: the architect Louis Le Vau, the painter Charles Le Brun, and the landscape architect André Le Nôtre. As he watched the building take shape, La Fontaine composed a poem, The Dream of Vaux, describing for his patron the beauty of the château and its garden at their completion.

By then permanently separated from his wife, La Fontaine may well have anticipated living in this aesthetic paradise, a happy conjunction of all the arts and social graces. But like other paradises it was soon lost. What Foucquet had failed to consider was that over the preceding eighteen years Louis XIV, crowned at the age of five, had grown to maturity.

In 1661, with his dream château at last complete, Foucquet held a grand celebration. For the three days of the occasion, Molière wrote a delicious one-act comedy; the fountains were turned on; swans were released to swim in the reflecting pools and long water avenues; there were fireworks; girls dressed as dryads – tree nymphs – emerged from papier-mâché tree trunks on cue to greet the guests. The superb gardens, inhabited by marble gods and goddesses, seemed to extend to the horizon in geometric perfection. La Fontaine was among those attending, surely pleased to be taking part, if only as a bit player.

Louis XIV was the guest of honor. He had spent his childhood under the governance of Cardinal Mazarin and the regency of his mother the queen, Anne of Austria. But now the cardinal was dead and Louis, a year married and a new father, was at last king in fact. Accompanied by his mother and his retinue, he came trundling over from nearby Fontainebleau.

Instead of feeling delighted by the symmetric perfection of the château and its grounds, the king was enraged, consumed with jealousy. The effrontery! Louis was not stupid, and he was not forgiving. Foucquet had stolen from him, the king, to produce this monument to his own audacity. Within three weeks, once the party was over and the guests had gone home, Foucquet was under arrest for embezzlement. After a trial lasting three years, the panel of judges proposed banishment for Foucquet, permanent exile, but Louis was not satisfied. On the monarch's insistence a far harsher sentence was imposed: life imprisonment. Foucquet's château was stripped of its furniture and its Gobelin tapestries, all sent to Versailles and soon to be followed by Le Nôtre, Le Brun, and Le Vau, commissioned by Louis to begin the transformation of the old royal hunting lodge into something along the lines of Foucquet's Vaux-le-Vicomte but on an immensely magnified scale, one that would demonstrate the superior power of the monarch many times over.

In the aftermath of Foucquet's arrest, as most of the other members of his entourage slid easily into the orbit of the king – Molière's repertory group soon became the King's Players – La Fontaine had the bad judgment, or the simple loyalty, to stick by his fallen patron. He sent poems to the king, pleading him to forgive Foucquet, to no avail. Foucquet was to remain in prison until his death sixteen years later. La Fontaine seems genuinely to have grieved for his lost patron, while at the same time he must have seen the king as practically godlike in his power, an implacable force, a merciless despoiler of beautiful things.

After Foucquet's downfall, La Fontaine would find other patrons to support and protect him, noblewomen who offered a refuge from the king's possible displeasure. Even so, the poet, neither a brave man nor a social reformer – nor a fool – would henceforth take care to cultivate the king.

In dedicating his first volume of fables to the young dauphin, La Fontaine claimed his guiding purpose in writing it had been merely to assist in the prince's education by turning Aesop's stiff fables into poetry. Using an educational sales pitch hardly unfamiliar to parents in the present century, the poet suggested in the preface to his book that as the boy listened, delighted by Aesop transformed into amusing verse, he would at the same time unconsciously be absorbing the wisdom he would need someday as ruler of the nation.

La Fontaine's explanation of his motive could well have sounded reasonable to the king, so long as he did not bother reading past the flattering dedication. If he had done so, as seems unlikely, he would soon have come to the second fable in Book I, “The Crow and the Fox,” warning of the stupidity of believing flatterers. As his readers well understood at the time, La Fontaine's versions of Aesop satirized the monarch, along with his court and contemporary society, with a wit that spared no one.

In the fables one sees numerous personifications, or animalizations, of kings and, by extension, of Louis XIV himself – as King Lion, ferociously demanding all as his lion's share; as a rutting bull that chases from his turf a rival for a heifer's favors; as a voracious crane the god Jupiter sends to rule over the frogs when they complain once too often about the harmless log king he had sent them previously; and as many other avatars. But of course, La Fontaine could never be accused of any disrespect for His Majesty: he was merely adding rhyme and meter to the moral tales told in ancient Greece by the wise Phrygian slave, Aesop.

It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that skewering the king was all that La Fontaine had in mind. Had that been so, his poetic fables would perhaps be seen now only as charming period pieces. Far from it, they have long been recognized as among the greatest lyric poetry written in the seventeenth century – or any century – and they have an immediacy about them, at times even a topicality, that has not lessened since the publication of the first six books of selected fables in 1668.

How can this be? After all, La Fontaine lived under an absolute monarchy that was, at first glance, utterly unlike our turbulent era of mass democracy. But despite the deep differences, his age, like ours, was dominated by images of spectacular wealth and hollow celebrity; of struggles for power, political and financial, at the top of society; of endless wars that wasted resources on a staggering scale It was an age in which the question of what was owed, if anything, to the needy in the way of help for their plight was frequently answered, with great moral superiority, in the negative.

Then as now, the strong could, and frequently did, brutalize the weak with little fear of the consequences. Women were hardly guaranteed lives free of abusive treatment, and the exercise of great political power seemed irresistibly equated with comparable sexual power. La Fontaine had witnessed at close range how the acquisition of power and wealth was no guarantee against their being rapidly and devastatingly lost, and more than one of the fables portrays just such an outcome to a promising career.

The moral satirist was hardly a prig – in his lifetime he was perhaps as notorious for his several popular books of bawdy erotic tales, the Contes, as he was famous for his fables – nor did he lead an exemplary life. Though he preceded two of the eventual twelve books of Fables with flowery dedications to royal children, it seems hard to believe that he cared greatly for children in general, certainly not on the evidence of his apparent lack of interest in his own son, Charles. Because his marriage had almost without question been an arranged one, it is not surprising that his failed – he was bitter about marriage as an institution – or that he is said to have had many casual liaisons, not an unfamiliar story nowadays.

And though he based many of his fables on those of Aesop and other Greek or Roman fabulists, his interests and his sources broadened as he continued writing. By 1695, the last year of his life, he had published the 236 poems – not all of them fables, by any definition – translated in this book. They comment on a multitude of subjects familiar to us even now, from statecraft to astrology, from financial panics to animal intelligence. Like Shakespeare, though on a far smaller scale, La Fontaine transformed prosaic materials into great poetry. Borrowing not only from Aesop and the Roman fabulists Phaedrus and Avienus and other European sources, but also in later fables from yet more ancient Hindu and Persian storytellers, he set out his own vision of humanity, in all its imperfections, with an art that is timeless.

La Fontaine essentially invented the idea of giving witty dialogue to the animal – and vegetable – characters in the fables, and in the process, surely not having intended to do so, he unwittingly had invented the whole genre of children's literature from The Wind in the Willows to Dr. Seuss and the animated talking cartoons that began with Disney. In his own (translated) words, from his dedication to M.C.L.D.B. with which Book V begins, he portrayed a cast of characters

who in a hundred acts rehearse

A comedy of manners endlessly passing by

Upon this stage, the universe.



Chronology

La Fontaine's era, essentially the last three quarters of the seventeenth century, was, like ours, a period of turmoil and almost continuous warfare among nations and between religious groups. And like ours, it was also a period of revolutionary breakthroughs in scientific thought. Galileo, Descartes, and Newton flourished in La Fontaine's lifetime. Harvey solved the mystery of the circulation of the blood. In 1660, Leeuwenhoek invented the microscope, which La Fontaine mentioned in fable IX.1, “The Faithless Trustee,” published in 1678. The following chronology gives a partial idea of some of the actors and political events of the time:





	1608

	John Milton born




	1613

	Galileo's Lectures on the Solar Spots published




	1616

	Shakespeare dies.




	1621

	La Fontaine born




	1622

	Molière born




	1628

	Harvey describes circulation of blood.




	1637

	Descartes's Discourse on Method published




	1638

	Louis XIV born




	1639

	Racine born




	1642

	Galileo's work on solar system published Isaac Newton born




	1643

	Louis XIV crowned at age 5




	1648

	
Charles I beheaded. Oliver Cromwell becomes Lord Protector.

Charles II, 18, flees to Paris, with philosopher William Hobbes as tutor.





	1658

	
La Fontaine, 37, submits Adonis, to Nicolas Foucquet, 43, who becomes his patron.

In England, Cromwell dies.

Foucquet begins building château Vaux-le-Vicomte.





	
1660


	
Charles II regains English throne.

In Holland, Antony van Leeuwenhoek invents microscope.





	1661

	
Louis XIV, 23, assumes full regnal power.

Vaux-le-Vicomte completed. Great celebratory dedication, with play by Molière and fireworks. Louis XIV, guest of honor, has Foucquet arrested three weeks later. His trial lasts three years. La Fontaine finds new patron.





	1664

	Foucquet is convicted and sentenced, at Louis XIV's order, to life imprisonment.




	1665

	Contes et Nouvelles published




	1666

	Sequel to Contes published




	1668

	
Publication, in March, of Fables Choisies, mises en vers, (Selected Fables, Put into Verse), Books I-VI, in 2 volumes. A second edition appears in October.

Newton invents reflecting telescope.





	1678

	Books VII-XI published




	1685

	Edict of Nantes revoked. Protestant Huguenots forced to flee France.




	1687

	Newton's Principia published




	1694

	Book XII published, dedicated to Louis, Duke of Burgundy (1682–1712), grandson of Louis XIV, twelve-year-old son of the dauphin (now grand dauphin) to whom the first collection of fables was dedicated.




	1695

	La Fontaine dies, age 73.







La Fontaine's Preface


The indulgence that has been shown for some of my fables gives me hope that these may be as generously received. This is not to ignore the fact that one of our leading men of letters has from the start been opposed to the very idea of putting them into poetic form, for he contends that the principal ornament of fable is in having none; besides which, the demands of rhyme and meter, together with the severity of our language, would often so hamper my efforts that most of these tales would lose that brevity which may very well be called their soul and without which they become lifeless. That is the opinion of a man of undeniably excellent taste; I ask of him now only that he should be a little less rigid in his judgment and concede that the Spartan graces and the French muses are not such born enemies that they might not at times go along agreeably together.

After all, I have not embarked on my effort without a guiding example – not that of the Ancients, who are of no concern to me, but that of the Moderns. In every age and among all peoples who practice the art of poetry, the gods of Parnassus have always claimed fable among their dominions. Indeed, the fables attributed to Aesop had scarcely appeared before Socrates found it a worthwhile project to clothe them in the robes of the muses. Plato's account of this is so compelling that I cannot resist including it as one of the ornaments of this preface.

He tells that when Socrates was comdemned to die, his execution was delayed because of a religious festival. When Cebes went to visit him on the day of his death, Socrates told him that the gods had frequently sent him a message in his sleep, advising him that before he died he should devote his talents to music. At first he had had no idea what the dream might mean; for, since music hardly made humans more virtuous, what was the good of it? There had to be some underlying meaning concealed here, for the gods kept sending the same dream. It had continued to recur during the time of their festival, and with such insistency that as he pondered what the gods were asking of him it came to him that music and poetry were so closely related that it was perhaps the latter of which they were speaking. There is no good poetry without its accompanying music, nor for that matter is there any without its accompanying fiction – and Socrates spoke only the truth. At last he saw how to resolve the matter: he would choose fables that contained some intrinsic truth, such as those of Aesop. And during the final hours of his life he was attempting to put some of them into verse.

Socrates was not the only one to regard poetry and fable as sisters. Phaedrus showed himself in agreement, and by the excellence of his work we may judge that of Socrates, the prince of philosophers. After Phaedrus, Avienus took up the same subject. The Moderns followed them. We have many examples of their work, not only from other nations but from our own, though in the days of our forebears the language was so unlike ours now that they too seem foreign to us. This has not in the least deterred me in my attempt; on the contrary, I flatter myself with the hope that if I do not finish the journey I shall at least win fame for having shown the way.

It is possible that my effort will encourage others to carry the project still further. The material is so far from being exhausted that many more fables remain to be put into verse than I have done. I have undoubtedly chosen the best of them, or at least those that seem so to me; but, beyond that, given that I may have made bad choices, someone else can easily take a different approach even to the ones I have selected; and should that difference result in poems shorter than mine they will undoubtedly win greater approval. But whatever the case, all will be in my debt, whether because my impulse had happy consequences and I was not forced to swerve too far from the path I had to follow or whether I did no more than motivate others to do better still.

I believe I have sufficiently justified my project; as to my success in accomplishing it, the public must judge. They will find here neither the elegance nor the extreme brevity for which Phaedrus was renowned: these are gifts above my talent. But since it was impossible for me to imitate him in this way, I concluded that it would be necessary to make my versions of the fables more amusing than his. Not that I criticize him for having kept within the limits of his tradition. The Latin language demanded nothing more. Indeed, if one considers the matter, one finds in this author the true character and spirit of Terence.

Great authors share a magnificent simplicity; but as I did not possess their perfect command of language, I could never have risen to their level. I saw that I had to remedy that deficiency by some other means, which I have been encouraged even more boldly to attempt, in light of Quintilian's pronouncement that there is no such thing as making a story too amusing. I don't really need to prove this, of course: it is enough that Quintilian said it.

Nevertheless, I would also have to take into account the fact that everybody knows these fables, and if I did not make them new by adding some fresh ingredients that restored their taste, I would have accomplished nothing. That is what people want these days: novelty and amusement. And by amusement I do not mean that which simply makes one laugh, but rather a certain charm, an agreeable quality that may be given to subjects of every kind, even the most serious.

But it is not so much by the form I have given this work that it can be evaluated as by its practical utility and by its subject matter, for what worthy qualities can be found in any work of the imagination that are not found in the genre of apologue: the fable? Fable has such an air of divine origin that many in ancient times attributed most of those in this book to Socrates himself, considering as their author the one mortal who was in closest communication with the gods. Indeed, I cannot understand why the gods did not simply send these same fables directly down to us or why they did not assign some one god among them to be their heavenly patron, just as they had done for poetry and oratory.

What I am saying is not entirely nonsensical, for – if I may be permitted to mingle our most sacred beliefs with the errors of pagan thought – we see that Truth has always spoken to humanity through parables, and is parable any different than fable in entering the mind with all the more ease, the more common and familiar the tale it tells? Anyone who would tell us to take as our models only the wisest men provides us with an easy excuse: but there is no such excuse if even ants and bees are capable of doing what is asked of us.

It is for these reasons that Plato, having banished Homer from his republic, gave Aesop a very honorable place in it. He wanted children to drink in fables with their mothers’ milk; he advised their nurses to use fables to teach them, for one can never begin too early to acquire familiarity with wisdom and virtue. Rather than having to reform bad habits, one must work at making children good while they as yet lack any idea of either right or wrong. And what better way is there to accomplish this than through fables?

Tell a child that Crassus, at war with the Parthians, invaded their lands without planning how he would leave again and that as a result he and his army perished, despite all their attempts to withdraw. Tell the same child that the Fox and the Ram jumped into a well to slake their thirst; that the Fox got out again by using his comrade's shoulders and horns as a ladder, but that the Ram, on the contrary, had to remain there, stuck at the bottom, because he had gone in without forethought – teaching that one must always think of the end result. I ask, which of these two examples would make the greater impression on the child? Would he not be drawn to the latter, as better attuned and less out of proportion than the former to the immaturity of his mind? Do not tell me that children's minds are by nature already childish enough, without filling them with more such trivialities. For they are trivial only at first glance: in the final analysis they hold a very untrivial meaning. Just as, by learning the definition of a point, a line, a plane, and other well-known principles, we gain the competence to measure the skies and the earth, in much the same way, from the arguments and conclusions that may be drawn from the fables, we learn judgment and moral sense, we become capable of great actions.

The fables are not merely sources of moral understanding, they provide other kinds of knowledge as well. They set forth the innate proclivities and diversity of characters of the animals and consequently of humans as well, for we are the summation of all that is good or evil in those unreasoning creatures. When Prometheus wished to create human beings he took the dominant quality of each type of animal: from these utterly different materials, he put together our species, he created that work we call the Microcosm, the human animal. Thus all of us will find our portraits painted here. And by the likenesses each sees, those of mature years will find confirmation of the lessons life has taught them, and the young will learn what they will need to know. As the latter are still new to the world, they will not yet be familiar with its other inhabitants, nor will they know themselves. They must not be left in their ignorance any longer than necessary: they must learn what lions are like, and foxes, and all the others; and why one man in particular might be compared to this fox or that lion. That is what the fables seek to do: furnish the elementary understanding of such things.

My preface is already longer than is customary; nevertheless, I have not yet fully explained the rationale of my work. The apologue consists of two parts, one of which might be called its body, the other its soul. Its body is the fable; its soul the moral. Aristotle admits only animals into fables. He excludes both humans and plants. However, that rule is less a necessity than a matter of taste, since neither Aesop, nor Phaedrus, nor any of the early fabulists observed it, in complete contrast to the moral, which none of them ever omitted. If at times it happens that I do so, it is only in those instances where a moral cannot gracefully be introduced into the tale but can easily be supplied by the reader. In France, the only consideration is whether a thing is pleasing: that is the primary rule, not to say the only one. Thus I have thought it no crime not to employ the traditional forms if I could not use them without doing them harm.

In Aesop's time, the fable was told quite in the simplest way, separate from the moral and invariably preceding it. Later, Phaedrus did not consider himself bound by that scheme: he would embellish the tale and sometimes begin with the moral. When I have had to find a place for it, I have ignored the original precept only in following one of no less authority: that of Horace. He wanted no writer to struggle against the limits imposed either by his talents or his genre. According to him, anyone who wants to succeed must never do that. He will give up trying to do anything he knows he cannot do well:

And those things

At which he despairs of shining he relinquishes trying.

And that is what I have done with regard to some of the morals I felt I had little hope of expressing well.

All that remains is to give an account of Aesop's life. I do not know anyone who does not suppose that the one left us by Planude is itself fabulous. It is generally assumed that this author wanted to give his hero a character and adventures that echoed his fables. At first, I thought this was plausible, but in the end I grew less convinced of it, partly based as it is on what went on between Xanthus and Aesop: a lot of foolishness, it would seem. But is there any famous man to whom such things have never happened? Socrates had his less serious moments. What confirms me in my belief is that the character Planude gives Aesop resembles the one Plutarch portrayed in his Banquet of the Seven Sages, which is to say that of a clever man who lets nothing escape him. I have been told that the banquet of the seven sages is also a fiction. It is easy to cast doubts on everything, but as for myself I cannot readily see why Plutarch would have wished to impose on posterity in that one work, when in all his others he sought to be truthful and to describe all his characters faithfully. If in this case he did not, my own account of Aesop would lie only because it was founded on someone else's falsehood: would I be any less believable if it were solely my invention? For all I can do is to weave a tissue of my own conjectures and call it The Life of Aesop. However plausible-sounding I made it, fable for fable, readers would always prefer Planude's version to mine.



To Monseigneur the Dauphin


MONSEIGNEUR,

If there is any one accomplishment in all literature that can be called ingenious, it is surely the way in which Aesop imparted his moral observations concerning human behavior. Undoubtedly, it would have been far preferable if other hands than mine had given them the ornament of poetic form, for the wisest soul of antiquity considered that to be no frivolous task.

I now dare, MONSEIGNEUR, to present you with some efforts of my own in that regard. It is a mode of instruction suitable to your early years. You are at an age when princes can properly indulge in play, yet at the same time you must devote some of your attention to serious matters. Both of these possibilities we find in the fables we owe to Aesop. At first glance, they seem childish, I must admit; but these childish qualities serve to frame important truths.

I have no doubt, MONSEIGNEUR, that you will look favorably upon tales that are so instructive and at the same time so entertaining, for what more could one ask of any work than that it should offer both of these qualities? It is they that have introduced knowledge to humanity. Aesop discovered a unique way of joining the two together.

Reading his fables is to sow the mind imperceptibly with the seeds of virtue and at the same time teach it to seek self-knowledge, all the while unaware that it is so engaged and supposing itself to be doing something else entirely.
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