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Introduction

Ih e  fables of Aesop are the only text that has been illustrated so often, so 
diversely, and so continuously that the history of the printed illustrated 
book can be shown by them alone. Illustrated Bibles outnumber the fables, 
but the sacred text imposes a more hieratic and less varied approach. Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses accounts for a great number of illustrated books, but this 
classical author has suffered many periods of neglect. The fables’ combina
tion of freedom of approach and constant appeal has kept them steadily 
popular as a subject for book illustration from the fifteenth century to the 
present.

Basically, the fables are didactic tales. The reader is supposed either to 
emulate or to beware of the behavior of the actors when faced with a simi
lar situation. Exactly what the fables are to teach depends on the teller. 
Over the centuries, his attitude has ranged from worldliness — even com
plete cynicism — to adherence to a rigidly orthodox moral code. The stories 
are sometimes told with no comment, left to speak for themselves, with at 
most a moral vaguely implied. At other times they have had to carry the 
weight of long preambles, elaborate descriptions, detailed conclusions, and 
ponderous reflections. The same fable has even been given completely dif
ferent interpretations. The fox who called the inaccessible grapes green has 
been considered the prototype of the man who, unable to achieve a desired 
end, maintains that it was not what he wanted, so much so that the expres
sion “ sour grapes” tersely conveys all there is to say about this type of 
self-delusion. In Caxton’s translation, however, the fox is considered wise 
for rejecting an unattainable goal.

The fables lend themselves easily to illustration, for they are stories in 
which both actors and actions are simplified. The actors are sometimes 
humans, gods, or inanimate objects given the power of speech, but most
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The Fox and the Grapes

A  fox looked and beheld the grapes that grew upon a huge vine, 
the which grapes he much desired for to eat them. And when 
he saw that none he might get, he turned his sorrow into joy, 
and said, “ These grapes are sour, and if I had some I would not 
eat them.”

H e  is wise which faineth not to desire the thing the which he 
may not have.

German woodcut from 
Aesop’s Life and Fables, 
Ulm, about 1476-77. 
Translation adapted from 
William Caxton, 1484.


