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PR EFA C E

1

. .  .que 1'Uni vers 
D ise un jour, en voyant mes vers: 
"C et oeuvre e s t  de belle  s truc tu re ."

-La Fontaine

The Fables of La Fontaine have long been recognized as a 

unique lite rary  accom plishm ent, exqu isite  and a r tis tic . The rich imagery 

and sk illfu l construction  of the fab les have insp ired  considerable specu­

la tion  about the hidden m otivation, po litica l or o therw ise , of La 

F on ta ine 's  poetry . Studies by Pierre C larac , Georges Couton, Odette de 

M ourgues, Ferdinand Gohin, M argaret Guiton, Rend Jasin sk i, Rende 

Kohn, M onica Sutherland and Philip W adsworth have provided some in ­

sigh t into the work of the poet who never chose to illum inate h is methods 

and in ten tions by way of journals and le t te r s .

An intriguing thought, however, rem ains tucked away in a 

sev en teen -y ear old book by Georges Couton: "Chercher d 'une maniere 

systdm atique que lles ra isons ont prdsidd au rangem ent des fab les aux 

liv re s , q u e lles  m alices les rapprochent ou les d lo ignent, pourrait in - 

stru ire  sur le s  in ten tions de La F o n ta in e ." 1 This casu a l observation , 

w hose im plications are v irtually  unexplored, suggests  extraordinary

*La Politique de La Fontaine (Paris: "Les Belles L e ttres,"  
1959), p . 32.



p o s s ib il i t ie s  for the study of La Fontaine: the ex is ten ce  of a structure 

in the F a b le s .

This has become the focus of the pages to follow . They deal 

ex c lu siv e ly  w ith struc tu re , and in a way en tire ly  d ifferent from the ar­

rangem ent of the fab les according to their p o litica l im plica tions, as in 

Ja s in sk i 's  La Fontaine e t  la premier recueil des Fables (1965-66). In the 

o rig ina l conception  of th is  study, the e s th e tic  struc tu res were to have 

been the  cen tra l them e, but i t  soon became apparent th a t I was actually  

studying  the  moral structure of the F a b le s . My orig inal d ifficu lty  in 

sep ara tin g  the  e s th e tic  and the moral is  perhaps b e s t exp ressed  by Henry 

M iller in  a  1944 le tte r to W allace Fowlie: "And, though you may d is ­

ag ree , I th ink  the moral and the a e sth e tic  are one. All is  one. T hat's 

the  u tte r , s ta rk , simple beauty  of i t ." *

The re su lts  of my research  have been abstrac ted  in a se ries  

of d iag ram s, w hich serve to summarize the moral struc tu res observed in 

La F o n ta in e 's  fa b le s . It is  hoped th a t th is way of in terpreting them w ill 

provide a valid  insigh t into La F on ta ine 's  work.

* Letters of Henry M iller and W allace Fowlie (New York: 
Grove P re s s , 1975), p . 34.
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4

BOOK I

The tw enty-tw o fab les of Book I* are a  se ries  of confronta­

tions and com parisons that lead the reader to an in tu itive understanding 

of the  human condition . An im pression of c a re le s s , random ordering d is ­

gu ises a structure bu ilt on the constan t p lay  of reflec tions from fable to 

fab le . In fa c t, the mirror-image is  an in tegral part of Book I and is  e s ­

se n tia l to the developm ent of the book 's profound meaning. For if the 

fab les are arranged horizontally  and "folded back" on them selves at the 

m idpoint betw een Fables 11 and 12, the num erical halves thus formed 

are equal (Fables 1-11 contain  310 lines and Fables 12-22, 313 lin es), 

and each  fab le  in the second half is  the mirror-image of its  counterpart 

in  the f irs t h a lf. (Diagram 1.)

The scene  betw een the ant and the c icada  in  Fable 1, "La 

c iga le  e t la  fourm i," is  an abr6g<§ of La F on ta ine 's  major concerns in

Book I  se lf-know ledge, so c ia l in ju s tice  and s u rv iv a l  as i t

p o se s , w ithout reso lv ing , the  book 's c ruc ia l question  w hether or not in ­

te lle c tu a l independence is worth the risk  of physica l d is tre s s :

La c ig a le , ayant chante 
Tout l ’§ t6 ,

Se trouva fort dSpourvue

La Fontaine, Oeuvres com pletes, e d . E. P ilon, R. Groos 
and J. Schiffrin (Paris: Bibliotheque de la  P l§ iade, 1954), t .  1. All 
quo tations of the Fables are from th is  ed ition .
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Quand la  b ise  fut venue . . .
"Que fa is ie z -v o u s  au tem ps chaud?
D it-e lle  a ce tte  em prunteuse.
-N u it e t jour a tout venant 
Je c h an ta is , ne vous d 6 p la ise .
-Vous ch an tiez?  j 'e n  su is  fo rt a is e .
Eh bien! dansez  m aintenant. "

(1: 11. 1-4; 17-22)

Fable 2, "Le corbeau e t le renard ,"  Fable 3 , "La grenouille

qui se veut faire  a u ss i grosse  que le boeuf,"  and Fable 4, "Les deux

m u le ts ,"  frame La F on ta ine 's  firs t lesson  on the im portance of se lf-

know ledge, as the  crow , the frog and the mule in turn suffer from the

d isparity  betw een their p retensions and th e ir cap ab ilitie s :

Et pour montrer sa  be lle  voix,
II ouvre un large bee, la isse  tomber sa  pro ie.
Le renard s 'e n  s a is i t ,  e t  dit: "Mon bon m onsieur,

Apprenez que tout fla tteu r 
Vit aux d§pens de celu i qui l 'e c o u te . . . "

(2: 11. 11-15)

Une grenouille v it un boeuf 
Qui lui sem bla de be lle  ta i l le .

Elle qui n '6 ta it  pas grosse  en tout comme un o eu f,
Envieuse s '§ te n d , e t s 'e n f le , e t  se trav a ille  

Pour 6galer l'an im al en g ro s s e u r .. .
. . .  La chetive p4core 

S 'en fla  si bien q u 'e lle  c reva .
(3: 11. 1-5; 9-10)

Deux m ulets chem inaient: l 'u n  d ’avoine chargd;
L1 autre portant 1* argent de la  gabelle .

C e lu i-c i, glorieux d 'une  charge s i  b e lle ,
N ’eu t voulu pour beaucoup en etre  so u la g 6 .. .

-Ami, lui d it son cam arade,
II n 'e s t  pas toujours bon d 'avo ir un haut em ploi.
Si tu n 'a v a ls  serv i qu 'un  m eunier, comme moi,

Tu ne se ra is  pas s i m alade.
(4: 11. 1-4; 16-19)
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The sacrifices  exac ted  from the crow , the frog and the mule are the d irect

re su lt of th e ir own se lf-d e lu s io n s , but the conscious sacrifice  made by

the wolf in Fable 5, "Le loup e t le c h ien ,"  is  se lf  im posed through honest

se lf-a p p ra isa l. Unlike the pro tagonists of Fables 2, 3 and 4, the wolf

avoids the fa te  of so c ie ty 's  victim s:

"II ne tiendra q u 'a  vous, beau s ire ,
D 'etre  a u ss i gras que moi, lu i repartit le ch ien .

Q uittez les  b o is , vous ferez bien:
Vos p a re ils  y son t m is6 ra b le s .. .

Suivez-m oi: vous aurez un bien m eilleur d es tin . . . "
-A ttache? d it le loup; vous ne courez done pas

Ou vous voulez? -P as  tou jours, m ais qu 'im porte?
II importe s i bien que de tous vos repas 

Je ne veux en aucune so rte ,
Et ne voudrais pas meme a ce prix un treso r.

(5: 11. 13-16; 21; 36-40)

Our aw areness of the self-know ledge tha t su s ta in s  h is independence and 

d isda in s p hysica l comfort is  heightened by La F on ta ine 's  su ccess iv e  

references to  him as "un loup" (1. 1), "ce loup" (1. 3), "sire  loup"

(1. 6) and during h is  v ac illa tio n  betw een freedom and bondage (lines 

10-36) as "le loup". In the fina l line of the fab le , however, he appears 

in fu ll focus as "m aitre lo u p " , m aster of h is own life .

W hereas the f irs t five fab les concentrate  on the individual 

and the valid ity  of h is  se lf-im age , w ith only oblique references to  so c i­

e ty , Fable 6, "La g ^ n is se , la  chevre e t la  b reb is , en  soci£t£  avec le 

lio n ,"  is  La F on ta ine 's  f irs t observation about soc ie ty  i ts e lf .  The incon­

gruity of th is  un likely  a lliance  is  overshadow ed by the rea liza tio n  that 

the specific  ind iv iduals are of secondary importance to the cen tra l fact:
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th a t the lion rep resen ts a  force far g reater than  the three o th ers , alone

or together and h is strength  exem pts him from the ru les of fa ir  play:

Puis en autant de parts  le cerf i l  d ip e g a ,
Prit pour lu i la  prem iere en  quality  de sire:
"Elle doit e tre  a m oi, d i t - i l ,  e t la  ra ison ,

C 'e s t  que je  m 'appelle Lion:
A c e la  l 'o n  n 'a  rien  a d ire .

La seconde par droit me doit Schoir encor:
Ce d ro it, vous le sav ez , c 'e s t  le  droit du plus fort.
Comme le p lus v a illan t je  pretends la  tro isiem e.
Si quelqu 'une de vous touche a la  quatriem e,

Je l'6 tran g lera i tou t d 'a b o rd ."
(6: 11. 9-18)

The lio n 's  "reasoning" is  not reason  a t a ll  but rather an exerc ise  of 

physica l power th a t is  the "logic" of the despo t. The he ife r, goat and 

sheep , who en tru st them selves to such power w ithout honestly  eva lua t­

ing the probable outcom e, share a fundam ental w eakness common to that 

of a ll  individuals unable to comprehend their true role in soc ie ty  .

Fable 7, "La b e sa c e ,"  and Fable 8 , "L 'hirondelle e t les  

p e tits  o is e a u x ," further explore the warped perspective  tha t fo s te rs  se lf-  

delusion  in rela tion  to the re s t  of soc ie ty . The individuals in  these  

fab le s , in ten t on them selves to the  exclusion  of a ll e ls e ,  become blind 

to the  c ruc ia l importance of so c ie ty  as a fixed unit of individuals with 

whom they m ust in te rac t in  order to  survive:

. . .M a is , parmi les  plus fous,
Notre espece  exce lla : car tou t ce que nous sommes,
Lynx envers nos p a re ils  e t  taupes envers nous,
Nous nous pardonnons to u t, e t rien  aux autres hommes.
On se  voit d 'un  autre oe il qu 'on ne voit son prochain .

(7: 11. 26-30)



Nous n '6coutons d 'in s tin c ts  que ceux qui sont les no tres ,
Et ne croyons le mal que quand il  e s t  venu.

(8: 11. 57-58)

The colloquy betw een the country and c ity  ra ts  in Fable 9,

"Le ra t de v ille , e t le ra t des cham ps,"  recap itu la tes Fable 5 ("Le loup

e t le ch ien"). The level of the drama and the magnitude of the sacrifice

have been reduced h e re , alm ost as if La Fontaine had tailored  h is verse

and mood to the s ize  and character of h is p ro tagon ists. O therw ise, the

country r a t 's  dilemma and decision  para lle l those of the wolf in the

earlie r fable and clarify  the  p o e t's  v ision of uncompromising se lf-

sacrifice  for uncompromised self-determ ination:

Demain vous viendrez chez moi:
Ce n 'e s t  pas que je me pique 
De tous vos fe s tin s  de roi;

M ais rien  ne v ient m 'interrompre:
Je mange tout a lo is ir .
Adieu done, fi du p la is ir  
Que la  cra in te  peut corrom pre!

(9: 11. 22-28)

Fable 10, "Le loup e t  l 'ag n e au ,"  w ith its  d iscourse  on abuse 

committed in the name of " la  ra ison  du plus fort" (a factor in the h ier­

a rch ica l order of La F on ta ine 's  world), is  linked to Fable 6 ("La g d n isse , 

la  chevre e t la  b reb is , en  soci6t6  avec le lion") and its  exposition of 

"le droit du plus fo rt."  Like the lion in Fable 6, who v iolently  enforces 

h is own physical and irra tional code of " ju stice"  ("Si quelqu 'une de vous 

touche a la  q u a tr iem e ,/je  l '6 tran g le ra i tout d 'abord" -  11. 17-18), the 

wolf in Fable 10 s tag es  a  mock tr ia l in which h is physical force alone 

se rves as judge, jury and executioner:
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La ra ison  du plus fort e s t  toujours la  m e ille u re .. .
"On me l 'a  dit: il  fau t que je me v e n g e .11 

L a-dessus au fond des forets 
Le loup l'em porte, e t pu is le mange 
Sans autre forme de p roces.

(10: 11. 1; 26-29)

The fa ilu re  of the lam b's innocence to de te r the wolf from his intended 

revenge su g g ests  the nature and ex ten t of the in ju s tice  cen tra l to the 

lafon tain ian  notion of " ju s t ic e " .

As the eleventh  of tw enty-tw o fa b le s , "L'homme e t  son 

image" marks the m id-point of Book I. D edicated  to La Rochefoucauld 

in p ra ise  of the M axim es, i t  is  an a llegorical confrontation and penetra­

tion of the pro tective shell of se lf-d e lu s io n  th a t prevents man from fac ­

ing the tru th  about h im self. In th is fab le , the re fu sa l to  recognize o ne 's  

own fau lts  in the fau lts  of others is  a moral cocoon w herein the sp irit 

grows w eak and com placent:

Un homme qui s 'a im ait sans avoir de rivaux 
P a ssa it  dans son esp rit pour le p lus beau du monde.
II a c c u sa it toujours les  miroirs d 'e tre  faux,
Vivant plus que content dans son erreur profonde.

(11: 11. 1-4)

The se lf-d e lu s io n  tha t makes him shun the truth is  no m atch for tru th 's  

power:

Que fa it notre N a rc isse?  II se va confiner 
Aux lieux les  plus cach§s q u 'il  peu t s 'im ag iner,
N 'o san t p lus des miroirs 6prouver l 'av e n tu re .
M ais un cana l form6 par une source pure 

Se trouve en ces  lieux 6cartes ;
II s 'y  v o i t . . .
II fa it  tout ce q u 'il peut pour 6viter c e tte  eau .

M ais quoi! le canal e s t  s i  beau 
Q u 'il ne le quitte  qu 'avec  pe ine .

(11: 11. 11-16; 18-20)
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as La Fontaine expands h is  sigh ts from the individual to mankind, for 

the f irs t  time in Book I shifting the em phasis of h is le sso n  from the 

specific  to  the un iversal:

On voit bien ou je  veux venir.
Je parle a tous; e t c e tte  erreur extreme 

Est un mal que chacun se p la it d 'en tre ten ir.
Notre am e, c 'e s t  c e t homme amoureux de lui-meme;
Tant de m iroirs, ce sont le s  so ttis e s  d 'au tru i,
M iro irs, de nos d§fauts le s  pe in tres leg itim es.

(11: 11. 21-26)

The two p ro tagon ists of Fable 11 are man and h is  image in continuous 

confrontation. The word "miroir" occurs eight tim es in tw en ty -e igh t 

lines (once in line 3, tw ice in line 8 and once each in lines 9, 10, 13,

25 and 26), and the p assag e  from the specific  to the un iversa l in th is 

fable is  in e ffect a p a ssa g e  "through the looking g lass"  from the physica l 

world into the ab strac t realm  of the im age, which w ill be the se tting  of 

the e leven fab les in  the book 's second half.

Both Fable 11 and Fable 12, "Le dragon a p lusieurs te te s ,  e t 

le dragon a p lu sieu rs q u e u es ,"  contain  tw en ty -e igh t lin e s , the only time 

in Book I tha t two consecu tive  fab les are of exac tly  the  same length . 

Further exam ination of Fables 11 and 12 revea ls  a striking sim ilarity  in 

w hat a t f irs t  seem  unrela ted  them es. Each fable is  an allegory th a t te le ­

scopes into a  un iversa l concep t of the indiv idual. In Fable 11 ("L'homme 

e t  son im age"), the opposition of image and rea lity  p resen ts the indiv id­

ua l ag a in st a  background of other in d iv id u a ls , each  believing him self 

sep ara te , and from there en larges to encom pass a soc ie ty  w herein th ese  

ind iv iduals are linked by the reflection  in  each  of certain  "universal"
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c h a ra c te r is tic s . In Fable 12, a un iversal concept of soc ie ty  is  reflected  

as a dream (another form of image) in the mind of one man. W ith these  

fa b le s , La Fontaine e s ta b lish e s  the importance of individual, ra tional 

and accura te  se lf-a p p ra isa l and h in ts at the g igan tic  strength inherent in 

the  d isabused  mind:

Je revais a ce tte  a ven tu re ,
Quand un autre dragon, qui n 'a v a it qu 'un seu l chef 
Et bien plus d 'une queue, a p asse r se p r^sen te .

Me voila  s a is i  derechef
D '6tonnem ent e t d 'epouvante.

Ce chef p a s s e , e t le corps, e t cnaque queue a u ss i.
Rien ne le s  e m p e c h a .. .

(12: 11. 20-26)

Fable 11 (where the ind iv idua l's  image is  reflec ted  by so c i­

ety) and Fable 12 (where so c ie ty 's  image is  re flec ted  in the  dream of the 

individual) re flec t each other and are in fact mirror-image s . This device 

of mirrored re flec tio n , w hich f irs t appears in Fable 11 and seem s to in ­

volve only Fables 11 and 12, can  a lso  be seen  in the en tire  second half 

of Book I. For, w hile the lengths are varied, the them es of each  of the 

e leven  fab les defin ite ly  re la te  to those of their counterparts in the f irs t  

ha lf of the book. The problem s trea ted  by La Fontaine in Fables 1-11 

are illu s tra ted  in tan g ib le , physica l term s. In Fables 12-22, however, 

La Fontaine far su rp asses  the physica l to  examine the same problems on 

an abstrac t and in te lle c tu a l lev e l. The correspondences betw een sub ­

stance  and image are ex ac t, w ith the exception of one sligh t d is to rtion , 

and th is  e ffec t recurs constantly : in Fables 13 and 10; 14 and 9; 15/16
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and 8 /7 ; 17 and 5; 18 and 6 (a perfect mirror-image jux taposes 17 and 6, 

18 and 5); 19 /20 /21  and 4 /3 /2 ; and 22 and 1.

W hereas the specific  a c ts  of th ievery  in Fable 13, "Les 

voleurs e t l 'a n e ,"  and Fable 10 ("Le loup e t  1'agneau") are sim ilar 

"Pour un ane enlev£ deux voleurs se  batta ien t"  (13: 1. 1) and "Le loup

l 'em porte, e t puis le mange" (10: 1. 2 8 )  the positions of th ese  acts

in the ir respec tive  fab les signify an important difference in the lessons 

they illu s tra te . The lafontain ian  " ju stice"  that tips the balance to favor 

the corrupt a t the end of Fable 10 (line 28) is  refocused  at the beginning 

of Fable 13 (line 1) in a  new perspective  as an in tangib le un iversally  

equalizing  force:

Arrive un tro isiem e larron,
Qui s a is i t  maitre Aliboron.

(13: 11. 5-6)

Fable 14, "Simonide pr§serv6 par le s  d ieux ,"  and its  coun­

te rp a rt, Fable 9 ("Le ra t de v ille , e t le ra t des cham ps") propose the 

sacrifice  of temporal reward as n ecessa ry  for sp iritua l peace and in ­

teg rity . Each dep ic ts an individual obliged to make an immediate choice 

betw een prom ises of physica l comfort and the certitude of sp iritua l s a t­

is fac tio n . Each contains a banquet scene of cen tra l im portance, which 

c rea te s  a vivid im pression of the great tem ptation to submit and which 

is  in terrupted at a c ruc ia l point tha t d irec tly  a ffec ts  the outcome:

Sur un tap is  de Turquie 
Le couvert se trouva m is.
Je la is s e  a  penser la  vie 
Que firen t ces  deux am is.
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Le rdgal fu t fort honnete,
Rien ne m anquait au festin ;
M ais quelqu 'un  troubla la fete  
Pendant q u 'i ls  6 ta ien t en tra in .

(9: 11. 5-12)

"Venez souper chez moi, nous ferons bonne vie.
Les convids son t gens c h o is is ,
M es p aren ts , mes m eilleurs am is.
Soyez done de la  com pagnie ." . . .
II v ien t, l'on  fe s tin e , l'on  mange.
Chacun § tan t en belle humeur,

Un dom estique accourt, l 'a v e r tit  qu 'a  la  porte 
Deux hommes dem andaient a le voir promptement.

(14: 11. 29-32; 35-38)

Fable 14 re flec ts  the nature of the sacrifice  exacted  in Fable

9 and from there  extends its  scope to include the wholly new dimension

of the a r t is t 's  in te lle c tu a l re sp o n sib ility  to h is  public and to h im self.

For while the country ra t is  th reatened  by the prospect of physical harm

if he accep ts  h is frien d 's  lav ish  life s ty le , Simonide faces the more

permanent sp iritua l fo rfeit of compromising h is  ta len t:

Simonide avait en trepris 
L 'eioge d 'un  a th le te , e t ,  la  chose e ssa y e e ,
II trouva son su je t p lein  de r£ c its  tout n u s . . .

M atiere in fertile  e t p e t i t e . . .
II se je tte  a co te , se met sur le  propos 
De C astor e t  P o llu x .. .

Enfin l 'e lo g e  de ces dieux 
F a isa it le s  deux tie rs  de 1'ouvrage..

(14: 11. 8-10; 13; 16-17; 21-22)

He m aintains h is sp iritu a l independence , a t the c o s t of h is personal en­

richm ent ("Que C astor e t  Pollux a cq u itta ssen t le res te"  -  1. 26), and 

becom es a symbol tha t c learly  illu s tra te s  the un iversal influence of ar­

t is t ic  and in te llec tu a l freedom:
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C es deux hommes 6 ta ien t les g6meaux de l'61oge.
Tous deux lui rendent grace; e t  pour prix de ses v e rs ,

I ls  l 'a v e r tis se n t q u 'i l  d^loge,
Et que ce tte  maison va tomber a l 'en v e rs .

La prediction en fut v ra ie . . .
La Renommde eu t soin de publier 1'affaire .
Chacun cria  m iracle; on doubla le sa la ire
Que m 6ritaient le s  vers d 'un  homme aime des d ieux .

(14: 11. 41-45; 55-57)

Fable 15, "La mort e t le  m alheureux," and Fable 16, "La

mort e t le bucheron," twin fab le s , are variations on the same them e.

These fab les mark the debut of death (which has so far entered the

F ables only by consequence, an e ffect rather than  a presence) as a

tang ib le  force and w illing opponent of life:
A

"O mort, lui d is a i t - i l ,  que tu me sem bles belle!
Viens v ite , viens finir ma fortune c ru e l le ."
La mort c ru t, en venant, l 'ob liger en e ffe t.
Elle frappe a sa  porte , e lle  en tre , e lle  se  montre.

(15: 11. 3-6)

II appelle la  mort; e lle  v ient sans tarder,
Lui demande ce q u 'i l  faut fa ire .

(16: 11. 13-14)

The la s t  four lines of Fable 16 frame the lesso n  of Fables 15 and 16.

With the  g u ile le ss  m usicality  of a nursery rhyme and the power of an in ­

d ispu tab le  un iversa l tru th , La Fontaine communicates a key theme of 

Book I  the indom itability  of the in stin c t for survival:

Le tr ip a s  v ient tou t guerir;
M ais ne bougeons d 'ou  nous sommes.
Plutot souffrir que m ourir,
C 'e s t  la  dev ise  des hommes.

(16: 11. 17-20)

Fables 15 and 16 appear opposite Fables 7 ("La besace") and

8 ("L 'hirondelle e t le s  p e tits  o ise au x "), and a ll  a tte s t  the  unpleasant
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constancy  of human nature . M an 's blind refusa l to accep t a genuine 

picture of h im self as a part of society  (Fables 7 and 8) is  pro jected  b e ­

yond the  physica l lim its of soc ie ty  into the sp iritua l sphere o f m an's 

private cognition of h im self (Fables 15 and 16). D issa tis fied  with h is 

life but afraid to  recognize the consequences of his m ortality , he turns 

out to be a d ism al failure at ra tional se lf-evalua tion  in sp ite  of his a b il­

ity to reaso n .

Through Fable 16, the reflections of the "mirror" separating  

Fables 1-11 from Fables 12-22 are unbroken, but they bend a  little  a t 

Fables 17, "L'homme entre deux ag es , e t se s  deux m a itre s se s ,"  and 18, 

"Le renard et la  c icogne ."  Fable 17 actually  compliments Fable 5 ("Le 

loup e t le  ch ien"), and Fable 18, Fable 6 ("La g e n is se , la  chevre e t la  

breb is, en soci6t§  avec le lio n "), a c r is s -c ro s s  schem e th a t forms a 

highly a r tis tic  harmonic varia tion , even though it co n stitu tes  a minor 

flaw in the m irror-image theory.

Fable 17 is  sty led  like a "conte" without baw diness, but 

i ts  bantering tone does not prohibit a comparison with the serious and 

somber Fable 5 , where at crushing personal sa c rif ice , the w olf re s is ts  

the tem ptation to  compromise h is  liberty  by conforming to a s e t  of s ta n d ­

ards inim ical to h is indiv iduality  as a wolf. The man of Fable 17 chooses 

solitude and freedom rather than the renunciation of h is  ind iv iduality  as 

"m iddle-aged" in order to conform to the suffocating standards ("young" 

and "old") of e ith er in tended w ife . At stake here is  in te lle c tu a l, ra the r
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than p h y sica l, freedom, and the sacrifice  required to  m aintain i t  is

g lad ly , even jaun tily , made:

J 'a i  plus gagnS que perdu:
C ar d 'hym en, point de nouvelles.

C elle  que je  prendrais voudrait q u 'a  sa  fagon 
Je v6cusse , e t non a la  m ienne.

(17: 11. 26-29)

The ju s tic e  that triumphs in Fable 18 ("Le renard e t la

cicogne") can  be seen  as an extension  of the ju s tic e  imposed by the lion

of Fable 6 ("La g£n isse , la  chevre e t la  b reb is , en soci<§t<§ avec le lion"):

"Ce dro it, vous le savez , c 'e s t  le droit du plus fort" -  6: 1. 15. The

force exerted in Fable 18 is  the superior force of the mind, already

evaluated  in Fable 14 ("Simonide preserve par les d ieux"). The superb

revenge of the  stork is  a morally sa tisfy ing  evolution of the outrageous

and intim idating "droit du plus fort":

II lu i fa llu t a jeun retourner au lo g is ,
Honteux comme un renard qu 'une poule au ra it p ris ,

Serrant la queue, e t portant bas l 'o re il le .
(18: 11. 24-26)

The fu ll m easure of this form of ju s tic e  is  understood a t the end of Fable

18 in  the d isc ree t but potent warning:

Trompeurs, c 'e s t  pour vous que j 'e c r is ,
A ttendez-vous a  la  p a re ille .

(18: 11. 27-28)

La F on ta ine 's  personal in tervention in ten sifie s  the suggestion , and the 

power of im agination makes it  even more ominous than the purely physi­

ca l harm threatened  by the  lion in  Fable 6:
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Si quelqu 'une de vous touche a la  quatriem e,
Je l'§ trang lera i tou t d 'abord .

(6: 11. 17-18)

The se ries  of Fable 19, "L 'enfant e t le maitre d '6 c o le ,"

Fable 20, "Le coq e t la  perle," and Fable 21, "Les frelons e t les  mouches 

a m ie l,"  form a tre a tise  on common se n se . This simple qua lity , so much 

the common heritage in the ca rtes ian  view point and of such importance in 

d ay -to -d ay  e x is ten ce , is  f irs t dem onstrated by its  absence  in the pom­

pous schoolm aster of Fable 19:

L 'enfant lu i crie: "Au seco u rs , je  p£ris !"
La m agister, se  tournant a se s  c r is ,
D 'un ton fort grave a contre-tem ps s 'a v is e  
De le t a n c e r . . .
Hd! mon ami, tire-m oi de danger:

Tu feras apres ta  harangue.
(19: 11. 9-12; 26-27)

then by its  p resence in the cock and the ill i te ra te  of Fable 20:

"Je la  crois fine , d i t - i l ,
M ais le moindre grain de mil 
Serait bien mieux mon a ffa ire . " . . .
"Je c ro is , d i t - i l ,  q u 'il  e s t  bon;
M ais le moindre ducaton 
Serait bien mieux mon affa ire . "

(20: 11. 4-6; 10-12)

and finally  by its  marvelous power to d irec t actions in Fable 21, where

it is  p raised  by La Fontaine as the only fair law:

Plut a Dieu qu 'on r6g lat a in s i tous le s  p ro c e s !
Que des T urcsen  ce la  l 'o n  su iv it la  m^thode!
Le sim ple sens commun nous tiend ra it lieu  de code;

II ne faudrait point tan t de f r a is .
(21: 11. 31-34)

It is  not surprising  when Fables 19, 20 and 21 appear as the mirror-image 

of a sim ilar group of fab les in  the firs t ha lf of the b o o k  Fable 2 ("Le
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corbeau e t le renard"), Fable 3 ("La grenouille qui se  veut faire  a u ss i

g rosse que le boeuf") and Fable 4 ("Les deux m u le ts " )  already

characterized  by the ir continuity  of them e. The u tility  and sa lubrious­

n e ss  of common sense  as a guide for both thought and action are a ll the 

more paten t when compared with the se lf-d e lu s io n s  of the crow in Fable 

2, the frog in Fable 3 and the mule in Fable 4.

The characters of the oak and the reed , as well as their fa te s  

in Fable 22, "Le chene e t le r o s e a u ," provide a lesso n  which no one can 

fa il to understand . The oak sym bolizes the very nature of physica l su ­

perio rity , the re su lt of nothing more than a lucky acciden t of birth or s i t ­

uation  and no valid m easure of true superio rity . He is  duped by his own 

fa lse  se lf-im ag e , which cau ses  him to believe that he is  invincible:

Cependant que mon front, au C aucase pare il,
Non content d 'a rre te r le s  rayons du so le il ,

Brave I1 effort de la  tem pete .
Tout vous e s t  aquilon, tout me semble zephyr.

(22: 11. 7-10)

The reed sym bolizes the e sse n c e  of physica l w eakness , scorned by the

physica lly  powerful:

Un ro ite le t pour vous e s t  un p esan t fardeau.
Le moindre vent qui d 'aventure 
Fait rider la  face  de l 'e a u  
Vous oblige a b a is se r  la  te te .

(22: 11. 3-6)

However, owing to  the un iversa l balance of nature , the reed p o s s e s se s , 

as com pensation, monumental strength  of character not suscep tib le  to 

th rea ts  of physica l harm. He can accep t h is fau lts  and recognize h is in ­

d iv idua lity , and th is  genuihL self-know ledge re s is ts  the detractions of
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public opinion. H is power, surely not revealed  by h is  s iz e , gives him 

an aura of grandeur as he defends his liberty  by sacrific ing  the  personal 

comfort and pro tection  offered by the powerful oak:

"Encor s i  vous n a is s ie z  a l 'ab ri du feu illage 
Dont je  couvre le vo isinage ,
Vous n 'au riez  pas tan t a souffrir:
Je vous d£fendrais de l 'o r a g e . . .

La nature envers vous me semble bien in ju s te .
-Votre com passion , lui r§pondit l 'a rb u s te ,
Part d 'un  bon naturel; m ais qu ittez  ce souc i.

Les vents me sont moins q u 'a  vous redou tab les.
Je p lie , e t ne romps p a s . Vous avez ju sq u 'ic i 

Contre leurs coups epouvantables 
R 6siste sans courber le dos;

M ais attendons la  f i n . " . . .
(22: 11. 11-14; 17-24)

This freedom is  h is sa lv a tio n . When the oak succum bs to forces that far 

su rpass h is own, the reed is  not crushed by h is fa ll .

The reed su rv ives. Both the abso lu teness of in te llec tu a l 

freedom and the  m ythic cap ab ilitie s  of endurance derived from i t ,  as 

rep resen ted  by the reed , are an ex tension  of those  them es f irs t sug g est­

ed in Fable 1 ("La c igale  e t la  fourm i"). C onsideration of th ese  fab les 

as m irror-im ages leads to the rea liza tion  that the two not only re flec t 

each  other but encom pass the meaning and le sso n  of Book I . The smug 

a ttitude  of the ant in Fable 1, where conformity is  equated w ith superior­

ity  and superiority  lacks the foresight to comprehend its  own imperma- 

nency:

La fourmi n 'e s t  pas preteuse;
C 'e s t  la  son moindre d£faut.

(1: 11. 15-16)
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is  a fain t echo of the fa ta l delusions of immortality suffered by the oak 

in Fable 22 ("Cependant que mon front, au C aucase pareil" -  1. 7). And 

the independent and cerebral lifesty le  of the c icad a , the an tith es is  of 

the narrowly dutifu l and physica l laborings of the an t, is  a ten ta tiv e , 

not to ta lly  su c c e ss fu l, attem pt to achieve the suprem acy inherent in the 

in te llec tu a l independence finally  a tta ined  by the reed . At the c lo se  of 

Fable 1, the c ic a d a 's  physical ab ility  to live up to her in te llec tu a l en­

deavors is  in serious doubt, but by the end of Fable 22, it  is  absolu tely  

certa in  that the reed has enjoyed the ultim ate victory and earned the u l­

tim ate freedom.

"Le chene e t  le roseau" is  the culm ination of Book I . I ts  

rich  imagery defines the book 's m oral, incorporating and surpassing  the 

le sso n s of the o ther fab les and estab lish ing  a un iversal truth reflected  

in human experience. Survival is  not granted; i t  must be w on, and 

physica l power alone is  no guaran tee . I t  is n ecessa ry  to bend like the 

reed , to subm it w hile s t i l l  re s is tin g  and to endure.



BOOK II

21

Book I leads to Book II as mythic vibrations em anating from 

the fa ll of the oak become allusions to  the epic Trojan War in Fable 1, 

"Contre ceux qui ont le gout d iffic ile . " That co stly  and fu tile  co n test, 

d isa s tro u s  to each  s id e , is  made part of La F on ta ine 's  tirade against in­

sen sitiv e  c r itic s . It then serves as the point of departure of the entire 

f ir s t  half of Book II, in which p hysica l and moral res is tan ce  are fu lly  ex­

am ined, and the value of the achievem ent of each  is  rigorously m easured 

ag a in st the value of the princip les by which each  was insp ired .

The arrangement and developm ent of the twenty fab les in Book 

II actually  tak es place within the context of Fable 1 and Fable 20, "Tes­

tam ent exp liqu6par Esope" , both of which are sym bolically linked by the 

presence in each of Aesop, who appears in name only in Fable 1, but is 

a major protagonist of Fable 20. An understanding of the structure and 

meaning of the book is  made c learer by imagining th a t these  two fables 

form the outer lim its of the gradual progression  of the other eighteen 

fa b le s .

Book II opens in Troy, which evokes an atmosphere of combat 

and rebe llion , and c lo ses in A thens, named for the goddess of wisdom 

and rea so n , where in th is  c a s e , conflic t is  se ttled  by reason in stead  of 

p hysica l fo rce . The eighteen  "interior" fab les fa ll e as ily  into two d is ­

tin c t groups of nine containing alm ost exactly  the same number of lin e s . 

Fab les 2 through 10 have a to ta l of 262 lines and Fables 11 through 19,
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272 lin e s . Both groups is su e  from or evolve into Fable 1 and Fable 20. 

(Diagram 2 .)

C h arac te ris tic s  of La F on ta ine 's  ba ttle  with the  censors and 

c ritic s  in Fable 1 are ty p ica l of the other struggles engaged in Fables 2 

through 10, where irreconcilab le  s id e s  oppose each other and firmly m ain­

tain  the ir positions in  fu ll rea liza tion  of the overwhelming odds for fa il­

ure at w orst, a  draw a t b e s t. The im practicality  and fu tility  of expecting 

to impose a sa tis fac to ry  reso lu tion  on an e te rnally  unyielding opponent is  

im plied in the c losing  lines of Fable 1 and borne ou t by the succeeding 

fab les in the f irs t  half of Book II:

M audit censeu r, te  ta ira s - tu ?
Ne sa u ra is - je  achever mon conte ?
C 'e s t  un d e sse in  tre s  dangereux 
Que d 'en treprendre de te  p la ire .
Les dS lica ts  sont malheureux:
Rien ne sau ra it le s  sa tis fa ire .

(1: 11. 51-56)

Of the nine fab les (Fable 2-Fable 10) which make up the 

f irs t  in terior half of the body of Book II, the f irs t s ix  (Fable 2-Fable 7) 

involve contenders locked in a sta lem ate , unable to  prevail in  sp ite  of 

in tense  and continued effort. W ithout excep tion , the outcome of each  of 

th ese  six  fab les  "proves" nothing, effects a ta rn ished  ju s tice  and leaves 

a  pa ll of frustra tion  and despair in its  wake by refusing  a c learly  d ec i­

sive advantage to  the side  which has captured our sympathy.

In Fable 2, "C onseil tenu par le s  r a t s ,"  Fable 3, "Le loup 

p la idan t contre le renard par-devan t le s in g e ,"  and Fable 4 , "Les deux 

taureaux e t une g renou ille ,"  the insign ificance  of the ra ts ' strength p itted
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ag a in st th a t of Rodilard, the nu llity  of the m onkey's d isposition  of the 

wolf and the fox and the puerility  of the bulls (whose inciden tal annihi­

la tion  of the innocent frog nation in the course of their d ispute over a 

mate turns th is  fable into a burlesque of the Trojan War itself) are three 

fine illu stra tio n s of the fu tility  of re s is ta n c e .

Sim ilarly, the struggles dep icted  in Fable 5, "La chauve- 

souris e t le s  deux b e le tte s ,"  Fable 6, "L 'o iseau  b less6 d 'u n e  f lec h e ,"  

and Fable 7, "La lice e t sa  com pagne," although more in te llec tu a l than 

p h y sica l, reveal the same uncompromising and destructive  undercurrent 

and inspire  the same sen se  of fu tility .

The sources of con flic t and the ultim ate in justice  of even ts 

in Fables 2-7 are c lea r. Just a s w ell defined is  the precept that the idea 

of effective re s is tan c e  to staggering  odds is  no more than an illu sio n , 

which in  fac t leads only to minimal gains or d ism al lo s se s . There c lear­

ly seem s to be no physica l or in te lle c tu a l force great enough to counter­

a c t the inequ ities of unregenerate power.

The introduction of com prom ise, moderation and reason  in te r­

posed  as buffers betw een the opposing sides in Fable 8, "L 'aig le  e t 

l 'e s c a r b o t ," Fable 9, "Le lion e t le m oucheron," and Fable 10, "L 'ane 

charge d '6ponges, e t l 'in e  charg§ de s e l ,"  is  responsib le  for a subtle 

change of tone here a t the end of the f irs t half of Book II. Although the 

com batants of Fable 8 are ch a rac te ris tica lly  prepared to hold their ground

and suffer the c o n se q u e n c e s  "M ais , le s  deux ennemis ne voulant

point d 'accord" (8: 1. 5 0 )  they are saved from them selves in sp ite  of
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them selves by a  compromise imposed from ou tside , allowing both to  sur­

vive while requiring ne ither to  submit:

Le monarque des dieux s 'a v is a ,  pour bien fa ire ,
De transporter le temps ou l 'a ig le  fa it 1'amour 
En une autre sa l  son , quand la  race escarbo te  
E st en  quartier d 'h iv er, e t comme la  marmotte,

Se cache e t ne voit point le jour.
(8: 11. 51-55)

La Fontaine ou tlines his concept of the second b u ffe r  the

tem pering of advantage w ith m odera tion  through Fable 9 and the f ly 's

failu re  to admit th a t the tenuous nature of h is momentary suprem acy over

the lion is  but a tem porary comprom ise, not a fu ll-s c a le  victory:

L 'in sec te  du combat se  re tire  avec gloire:
Comme i l  sonna la  c h a rg e , il  sonne la  v ic to ire ,
Va partout l 'annoncer, e t rencontre en chemin 

L 'em buscade d 'une araign^e:
I l  y  rencontre a u ss i sa  fin .

(9: 11. 30-34)

Fable 10 offers reason  as a third m itigating force to ac t as a 

buffer betw een two opposing s id e s , here engaged in an in te lle c tu a l, 

ra ther than  p h y sica l, strugg le . The curious choice of donkeys as majorI\
p ro tagon ists in  an in te lle c tu a l tug-o f-w ar is  given credence in the f irs t

th ree  lin e s  of Fable 10 by three pointed and unm istakable references to

the Roman leg io n s, with a concurrent im plication of subjugation of w ill

{one of the s tep s  in the assim ila tion  of a conquered nation):

Un Snier, son scep tre  a la  main,
M enait en empereur romain 
Deux cou rsiers  a longues o re ille s .

(10: 11. 1-3)

The extrem e s itu a tio n s of th ese  donkeys on land are the  exac t opposite of 

th e ir extrem e situa tions in  the w ater. The extrem es are irreconcilab le ,
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BATTLE-ORIENTED WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS IN BOOK II

FABLE 1 (TROY): guerre, m urailles (1. 19) 
a s s a u ts , b a ta ille s  (1. 21) 
va illan t (1. 26) 
escadrons (1. 28) 
fureur, proie (1. 29) 
stratagem e (1.30) 
h6ros, phalanges (1. 35)

I TOTAL: 11 |

FABLE 2 
mis dedans la  

sdpulture (1. 4) 
ira it en guerre (1. 17) 
m arche, s 'en fu ira ien t (1. 18)

FABLE 3 
con teste  (1. 9)

FABLE 5
courroucee (1. 3) 
pour la  d^vorer (1.4) 
nuire (1. 6) 
ennem ie (1.20) 
en danger de sa  vie (1. 21)

FABLE 6 
m ortellem ent a tte in t (1.1) 
m achines m ortelles (1.6) 
engeance sans p iti§  (1.7) 
des armes (1.10)

FABLE 8
donnait la  ch asse  (1.1) 
s 'en fu y a it (1.2) 
rage (1.22) 
venger (1.23) 
vengee (1.28) 
defendre (1.35) 
ennem i (1.38) 
en n em is, accord (1.50)

FABLE 11 
fo rce , rage (1.18)

FABLE 14 
a s sa u ts  d ivers (1. 
s 'en fu ir  (1.22) 
l'a la rm e au camp (1.28) 
va illance  (1.29) 
foudre de guerre (1.31)

FABLE 9

FABLE 4 
com battaient (1. 1) 
le ch assan t (1. 8) 
combat (1. 14)

I TOTAL: 8 1

FABLE 7 
bande (1.12) 
mettre hors (1.13) 
coups (1.17) 
com battre (1.18)
I TOTAL: 13~] 

FABLE 10
coursiers (1.3)d6clara la  guerre (1.4) 

sonna la  charge (1.10) 
le h6ros (1.11) 
la  rage (1.22) 
ennem i, triomphe (1.23) 
fureur (1.28) 
l ’abat (1.29) 
com bat, se  retire  avec gloire (1.30) 
sonna la  charge, sonna la  victoire (1.31) 
l'em buscade (1.33) 
ennem is (1.36)

I TOTAL: 24 |

FABLE 12 
none

FABLE 13
none ) TOTAL: 2

8)
FABLE 15 
sen tine lle  (1.1) 
en querelle  (1.4) 
paix g6n6rale (1.5) 
vingt po stes  a fa ire  (1. 8) 
fa ite s -e n  les feux (1.12) 
ce tte  paix (1.18) 
stratagem e (1.29)

FABLE 16
faire re tra ite  (1.20)

1 TOTAL: 13~

FABLE 17 
none

FABLE 18
none

TOTAL: 2
FABLE To"^ATHENS)-: ~ Vaincus (1.31)

FABLE 19 
fuyaien t, tom baient au piege (1.16)

TOTAL: 1 FABLES 1-10: 56
FABLES 11-20: 18
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and the actions of each donkey must e ither be tem pered with reason or

have fa ta l consequences:

Camarade Spongier prit exemple sur lu i,
Comme un mouton qui va d e ssu s  la  foi d 'a u tr u i . . .

L'cinier l 'em b ra ssa it, dans l 'a tte n te  
D 'une prompte e t certaine mort.

(10: 11. 21-22; 30-31)

At th is  po in t, halfway through the eigh teen  in terior fab les of 

Book II, there is  a marked change in tone and conten t. Fables 2 -10 , per­

vaded by the "Trojan War" theme of fu tile  confrontation e stab lish ed  by 

Fable 1, are miniature literary  battlegrounds upon which opposing sides 

partic ipa te  in pyrrhic strugg les . These nine fab les are rep le te  with b a ttle - 

oriented words and expressions tha t appear with in tensify ing  frequency, 

as  shown by the chart opposite: there are e ight of these  words or exp res­

sions in Fables 2, 3 and 4; thirteen in Fables 5 , 6 and 7 and tw enty-four 

in Fables 8 , 9 and 10. The grand to ta l of f if ty -s ix  in Fables 1-10 is  over 

three tim es as many as the e igh teen , which appear in F ables 11-20, or 

those  fab les influenced by the "Athens" theme of wisdom and reason in 

Fable 20.

M oreover, even the grouping of the fab les w ithin these  in­

terio r ha lves has a part in substan tia ting  th is  progression  from Troy to 

Athens. Fables 2-10 fa ll conveniently  into two uneven groups of six  and 

th ree . Fables 2-7 p resen t confrontations with no sa tis fac to ry  reso lu tions; 

Fables 8-10 have the d is tinc tion  of presenting  sim ilarly  insoluble con­

f lic ts  happily  provided with workable a lterna tives forcibly imposed from 

"ab o v e" , ra ther than em anating from within the major pro tagonists them ­
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se lv e s . F inally , th is uneven grouping of s ix  fab les and three fab les is 

nevertheless an alm ost perfectly  equal d iv ision  of the to ta l number of 

lin e s , for of the  262 th a t compose Fables 2 -10 , 133 are in Fables 2-7 

and 129, in F ables 8 -10 .

To the contrary and as if to reproduce the balance and har­

mony sought in  the second half of Book II, Fables 11-19 fa ll e a s ily  into 

three groups of th ree , rep resen ting  an alm ost equal d ivision of 272 lines 

into 85 (Fables 11-13), 92 (Fables 14-16) and 95 (Fables 17-19). As an 

added fillip , even  Fable 20 con ta ins 92 lin e s , causing  the entire second 

half of Book II to  re flec t an inner calm to ta lly  absen t from the entire  f irs t 

half.

The sh ift from an atm osphere of confrontation and im balance

of power to one of com parison and equalization  of power is  begun at the

opening of Fable 11, "Le lion e t  le rat":

II faut au tant qu 'on  peu t obliger tout le monde:
On a souvent beso in  d 'u n  plus p e tit que so i.

(11 : 11. 1- 2)

As the firs t fab le  of the second in terior ha lf, i t  can be compared to Fable 

2 ("Conseil tenu  par le s  ra ts " ) , which has the same position in the f irs t 

in terior half. This com parison perm its an in sigh t into the character of 

the fables in each  half a s  w ell a s of the goal approached by the progres­

sion  of the fab les  in Book II.

Fable 2 is  mired in the inab ility  of an entire community of 

ra ts  to neu tra lize  e ffectively  the tyrannical power of one sole cat:
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Un chat nomm£ Rodilardus 
F a isa it des ra ts  te lle  d£confitu re ,

Q u'on n 'en  voyait presque p lu s ,
Tant i l  en avait mis dedans la se p u ltu re .

(2: 11. 1-4)

whereas Fable 11 glows with the p o ss ib ility  th a t one ra t can ex is t on a 

par w ith a lion , a far more fearful and ty rann ica l c a t. And while Fable 2 

concludes with a pat and defeated  explanation of its  fu tility  and impo­

tence  ,

Ne fa u t- il  que delib£rer,
La cour en conseille rs  foisonne;
E s t- il  besoin d 'ex ecu te r,
L'on ne rencontre plus personne.

(2: 11. 29-32)

Fable 11 is  crowned by an axiom atic insp ira tion  of hope and survival:

Patience e t longueur de temps 
Font plus que force ni que rag e .

(11: 11. 17-18)

The swing of a un iversa l balance provides the m otivation for 

Fable 12, "La colombe e t la  fourm i," in which the chain of events is  

paced  by a perfectly  equalized rhythm of surv ival and c o -e x is ten c e . 

W hat can be inferred from the action of Fables 11 and 12 becom es spe­

c ific  in Fable 13, "L 'astrologue qu i se la is s e  tomber dans un p u its ,"  in 

a sim ple s ta tem en t, whose position  (hidden in the body of the fable in ­

s te ad  of em phasized in the opening or c losing  lines) b e lie s  its  key im­

portance to the schem e of the second part of Book II:

Du re s te , en quoi ripond au sort toujours divers 
Ce train  toujours 6gal dont marche l 'u n iv ers  ?

(13: 11. 37-38)
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Fable 14, "Le lievre e t  le s  g ren o u ille s ,"  Fable 15, "Le coq 

e t le re n a rd ," and Fable 16, "Le corbeau voulant im iter l 'a i g l e , " of ap­

proxim ately equal length (33 lin e s , 32 lines and 27 lin e s ) , are illu s tra ­

tions of the law  of un iversal com pensation to which the lives of all c rea ­

tu res are subject:

Il n 'e s t ,  je le vois b ien , s i  poltron sur la terre
Qui ne pu isse  trouver un plus poltron que so i.

(14: 11. 32-33)

C ar c 'e s t  double p la is ir  de tromper le trompeur.
(15: 1. 32)

II fau t se m esurer, la  consequence e s t  n e tte .
M ai prend aux volereaux de faire le s  voleurs.

(16: 11. 23-24)

Fable 17, "Le paon se plaignant a Junon," Fable 18, "La

chatte  m<§tamorphos6e en fem m e," and Fable 19, "Le lion e t  l'Sne

c h a s s a n t,"  are a compendium of the preceding six  fab le s . With them,

La Fontaine ach ieves the developm ent of a philosophy of un iversal b a l­

ance whose momentum is  now strong enough to  carry into Fable 20, a rev­

e la tion  of the power of the mind and the culm ination of Book II. The sense 

of Fables 14-16 is  incorporated in  the following lines of Fable 17:

Tout anim al n 'a  pas tou tes propri6t£s.
Nous vous avons donn6 d iverses qualit§s.

(17: 11. 19-20)

Echoes of Fables 11-13 resonate  in Fable 18:

Tant le naturel a de force.
Il se  moque de to u t, certa in  age accompli:
Le vase  e s t  imblb§, l '4 to ffe  a pris son p li.

En vain de son tra in  ordinaire
On le veut d^saccou turner.

(18: 11. 30-34)
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And for fina l "good m easure" the lesson  of the entire th ird  group (Fables 

17-19) is  succ inc tly  and p rac tica lly  illu stra ted  in Fable 19:

Car qui pourrait souffrir un ane fanfaron?
Ce n 'e s t  point la  leur carac tere .

(19: 11. 25-26)

The previously  noted correspondence of Fable 11 ("Le lion e t 

le rat") and Fable 2 ("C onseil tenu par les ra ts " ) , each of which is  the 

firs t in its  in terio r ha lf, e x is ts  also in Fable 19 ("Le lion e t I1 ane 

chassan t") and Fable 10 ("L 'ane charge d '6ponges, e t l 'a n e  charge de 

se l" ) , each of which is the la s t  in i ts  interior ha lf. The same protago­

n is ts  that appeared in Fables 2 and 10 appear in Fables 11 and 19, with 

one very im portant d ifference . What were groups in the f irs t  ha lf (a coun­

c il of ra ts  and two donkeys) are individuals in the second , a sub tle  but 

undeniable ind ication  of the emerging strength of the individual and a 

fina l preparation for Fable 20.

Fable 20, "Testam ent expliquS par E sope, " is  unlike any

other fable in Book II. It ce leb ra tes the triumph of the individual through

reaso n , which has e lev a ted  him above the multitude and perm itted him

the rare ab ility  to understand ju stice :

Si ce qu 'on  d it d 'Esope e s t  vrai,
C '£ ta it  1'o racle de la  Grece:
Lui seu l avait plus de sag esse

Que tou t l 'A r£ o p ag e .. .
Le peuple s '6 to n n a  comme il se pouvait faire 

Q u'un homme seu l eu t plus de sens 
Qu'une m ultitude de gens.

(20: 11. 1-4; 90-92)

This fable is  truly the culm ination of a symbolic q u est, beginning in 

"Troy" and ending in  "Athens", for the means of com batting e te rnal dom­



32

ination  of the w eaker by the stronger; and the q u e s t, which nearly  su c ­

cumbs to the fu tility  of re s is tan c e  by physical force a lone , finally  tran ­

scends p hysica l lim itations and d iffuses into the revelation  of a univer­

sa l balance and harmony more powerful than anything on earth .

In fa c t, the in te lle c tu a l power conferred in th is  reve la tion , 

the unique force capable of neutralizing  or even overcoming the inequ i­

tie s  and frustra tions of life , m ust be consciously  sought, as here in Book 

II. I t  is  not g ratu itous, and p o ssess io n  of it  ex ac ts  the sacrifice  of im­

m ediate gain for reliance  on the ultim ate ju s tic e  of un iversal com pensa­

tion .



33
"REASON-"

(Fio- F 1&} 10

Fn -F ia  = 200 Lines,
F ii- F is - : B aumoce amO

TteoTcxmoMt 
Maintain _ TecspecriifF

Fii-Fib*. Es f a il is h  ?6 asom
A SO M tS £>U«AWTFE_ 
OF UrtUb FeRSPEOlOe

Fa.-Fq = A1& LINCS._
F a .-F < . • VMeak. Tfecn-AfioNivrs 

Suffer tromTauc.

F B 'F * !  : "f’eoVtT FROM
JoT>feMe*m "BASrt 
ON KCASOK)



34

BOOK III

Lest we attem pt to d ism iss as too a b strac t or idea l the awe­

some power of Reason celebrated  in Book II, La Fontaine imm ediately 

turns to  the p rac tica l a sp ec ts  of Reason and offers a beguiling lesso n  in 

common se n se . Book III provides us with the means of estab lish ing  a 

perspective  of the ind iv idual's  role in everyday soc ie ty  as w ell as in the 

un iversa l scheme of ex is ten ce . Through a se ries  of deft exam ples, we 

find ourselves led c lo ser to an understanding of the re la tiv ity  of individ­

ua l v a lu es , forcibly determined by the unique requirem ents of individual 

ex is ten ce  and s t i l l  further sub jec t to a d isqu ieting  lack  of the comforting 

re s tric tio n s  of un iversal ab so lu te s .

The search  for a ph ilosophical approach to life , which takes 

us on a c ircu lar journey from the exerc ise  of Reason through the percep­

tion of the ever-changing R elativ ity  of ex is tence  and back to Reason as 

the only dependable guide, is  the framework of Book III. The c ircle  i s ,  

in fa c t, of q u in te ssen tia l importance to the study of th is  book, whose 

e igh teen  fab les f it  e as ily  into a  360-degree circum ference a t equal in ter­

vals of 20 d eg rees . When each of these  fab les is  connected by a diam ­

e te r  of the c irc le  ( i .e .  a line p assin g  through the cen ter and connecting 

two poin ts on the circum ference), a s  shown in Diagram 3, curious geo­

m etric and philosophical links are revealed  betw een Fables 1 and 10; 2 

and 11; 3 and 12; 4 and 13; 5 and 14; 6 and 15; 7 and 16; 8 and 17; and 9 

and 18. The a x i s  " .. . a  line passin g  through a body or system  around
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which the parts are sym m etrically a rra n g ed .. .  W ebster's Second In ter-

n a t io n a l  of th is  c irc le  is  the diam eter connecting Fable 1 and Fable

10, which b ise c ts  the c irc le  in to  parts containing eigh t fab les each  and 

an alm ost equal number of lin es  (Fables 2-9 to ta l 278 lines; Fables 11-18, 

200 lin es). W hat is  even  more supportive is th a t th is  arrangem ent, and 

only th is  arrangem ent, autom atically  links the only two fables in Book III 

which abso lu te ly  resem ble each  other in length , sty le and sub jec t, Fable 

7, "L'ivrogne e t sa  fem m e," and Fable 16, "La femme noy§e."

Let us now consider the s e ts  of fab les  th a t mark the points of 

th ese  nine d iam eters. Fable 1, "Le m eunier, son f i ls ,  e t l 'a n e ,"  con­

ta in s  an unusual 84 l in e s . Its  leng th , however, con trasts  with its  read­

ily  com prehensible m essage th a t every indiv idual must follow the d ic ­

ta te s  of his own reason . I ts  obvious and repeated  em phasis on the valid ­

ity  of th is reasoning  ex tends to  and becom es part of the fab les in the 

right h a lf-c irc le  (Fables 2 -9 ). Furthermore, the c ircu lar pattern of Fable 

1, which begins and ends with Racan and M alherbe, passing  through 

various s tag es of p rogress along the w ay, is  qu ite  sim ilar to that of Book 

III i ts e lf .  The final quatra in  of Fable 1 contains a subtle  hint of the le s ­

son about to begin:

"Q uant a vous, suivez M ars, ou l'Amour, ou le Prince;
A llez, venez, courez, dem eurez en province;
Prenez femme, abbaye, em ploi, gouvernement:
Les gens en parleron t, n 'en  doutez nullem ent. "

(1: 11. 81-84)

Of i ts  seven verbs, s ix  are "action" verbs in the im perative, indicating 

strength , while only one is  a verb of speech in  the weak future te n se .
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Fable 10, "Le lion abattu  par l'hom m e," which stands

at the opposite pole of the a x is , is  one-seven th  as long as Fable 1. It

se ts  forth concise ly  the mobile scale  of R elativity by which individual

values are determined:

On vous donne ic i la  victoire;
M ais l'ouvrier vous a  d6gus,
Il avait liberty de feindre.

Avec plus de ra ison  nous aurions le d essu s 
Si mes confreres savaien t peindre.

(10 : 11. 8 - 12)

As the m essage of Fable 1 is d iffused  throughout the fab les in the right 

h a lf-c irc le , the influence of Fable 10 can be seen  in the fab les which 

compose the le ft h a lf-c irc le  (Fables 11-18). These rem aining six teen  

fab les  can now be seen as functions of each o ther, w ith each  of the eigh t 

on the  righ t, or "R eason", side of the axis (those influenced by Fable 1) 

jo ined  by a diam eter to  i ts  opposite on the le f t , or "R e la tiv ity " , side 

(those influenced by Fable 10).

Fable 2, "Les membres e t  l 'e s to m a c ,"  is  the f irs t  illu stra tion  

of the  ac tio n -ta lk  opposition suggested  at the  end of Fable 1. For the 

action  of the "membres" is  composed en tire ly  of talk:

Chacun d 'eux  r^so lu t de vivre en gentilhomm e,
Sans rien  fa ire , a ll§guant l'exem ple de G aster.
"Il faud ra it, d is a ie n t- i ls ,  san s n o u s . . . "
Tous d irent a G aster q u 'i l  en a lla t chercher.

(2: 11. 7-9; 16)

Since reason  p lays no role in the decision  ("Ainsi d it, a in s i f a i t ."  - 1 .  14), 

the unforeseen re su lts  of th is  action  are nearly  fa ta l and serve only to re ­

inforce the inferior condition th a t in itia lly  caused  the revo lt.
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Reason d o e s , how ever, guide the starving fox of Fable 11,

"Le renard e t le s  r a i s in s ," to an accurate  appra isa l of the re la tive  capa­

b ilitie s  of his physica l w eakness in comparison with the demands of 

h is hunger. H is values are determ ined in consideration  of h is  circum­

s ta n c e s , which e ffectively  render the g r a p e s  for h im  as u se le s s

as if indeed " . .  .trop v e rts . . .e t  bons pour des goujats" (1. 7). It is  in 

light of th is re la tiv ity  of perspective  tha t h is evaluation  must be in te r­

preted and not, as is  common, as a prime example of mere bad-hum ored 

ra tiona liza tion . That La Fontaine him self does not find th is statem ent 

outrageous is ev iden t in  the la s t  line of Fable 11. H ere, he leaves us 

with a question designed  and employed in true Socratic sty le  to make us 

think before we judge: " F it- il  pas mieux que de se p la ind re?"  (1. 8).

The lia iso n  betw een reason  and the perception of re la tiv ity  is 

further revealed  in Fable 3, "Le loup devenu berger,"  and Fable 12, "Le 

cygne e t le c u is in ie r ."  In the f irs t , ill-tim ed  talk ing  w ithout sufficient 

thinking is  a fa ta l m istake:

Et, pour pouvoir mener vers son fort le s  b reb is ,
Il voulut a jouter la  parole aux h ab its ,

Chose q u 'i l  croyait n § cessa ire .
M ais c e la  g a ta  son affa ire .

Il ne put du p asteu r contrefaire la  voix.
Le ton dont il  par la  f i t  re ten tir le s  b o is ,

Et dScouvrit tout le m y s te re .. .
Le pauvre lo u p . . .
Ne put ni fu ir ni se ddfendre.

(3: 11. 19-25; 28; 30)

In the second, how ever, i t  is  p rec ise ly  the fac t of knowing when to  ta lk  

tha t saves the swan from the stewpot:
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L 'o iseau  p ret a mourir se p lain t en son ram age.
Le cu isin ier fut fort su rp ris ,
Et vit bien q u 'il  s '§ ta i t  m § p ris .. .

"Mon, non, ne p la ise  aux dieux que jam ais ma main coupe 
La gorge a qui s 'e n  sert s i b ien ."

(12: 11. 14-16; 18-19)

This tim e, there is  no doubt about the opinion of our " te a c h e r" , for 

La Fontaine te l ls  us what he th inks about the fa te s  of the wolf of Fable 3 

and the sw an of Fable 12:

Toujours par quelque endroit fourbes se la is s e n t prendre.
(3: 1. 31)

A insi, dans les dangers qui nous su ivent en croupe,
Le doux parler ne nuit de rien .

(12 : 11. 20 - 21 )

The frogs of Fable 4, "Les grenouilles qui dem andent un roi," 

where a verb of speech even appears in the t i t le ,  are the third lesso n  on 

the in ad v isab ility  of talk ing  w ithout thinking. Their situa tion  goes from 

bad to w orse, but their com pulsion to talk  continues unabated un til 

Jupiter fina lly  pu ts an end to  their folly:

Et Jupin de leur dire: "Et quoi! votre d§sir
A ses lo is c ro it- il  nous astre ind re?
Vous avez du premierement 
Garder votre gouvernem ent.. .
De c e lu i-c i con ten tez- v ous,
De peur d 'e n  rencontrer un p i r e ."

(4: 11. 30-33; 36-37)

W ithin Jupiter's words in lines 30 and 31 of Fable 4 lie s  the 

f ir s t  hin t of a un iversal schem e of ex istence  th a t su rp a sse s  the control 

and com prehension of each individual and in which everything m ust u lti­

m ately keep  its  determ ined p lac e . This is  the same concept of un iversal 

balance ex p ressed  in Book II, only here trea ted  in more e a s ily  under­
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standable term s (as is  Reason), and i t  appears as w ell in Fable 13, "Les 

loups e t le s  b reb is ."  The opening lines of th is  fable evoke a premoni­

tion  of un iversal order about to be upset:

Apres mille ans e t plus de guerre d 6 c la r§e ,
Les loups firen t la  paix avecque les b reb is.

(13: 11. 1-2)

The re la tiv ity  so powerfully communicated by th is  pair of 

fab les encom passes whole so c ie tie s  and does not re s tric t i ts e lf  to in d i­

v iduals. Democracy and peace become salubrious only when a socie ty  is  

balanced by equal power. The very same condition so id ea l for the frogs 

of Fable 4 and so cava lierly  renounced by them , im posed on the sheep of 

Fable 13, is  transform ed into an instrum ent of death:

Nous pouvons conclure de la 
Q u 'il fau t faire aux m £chants guerre con tinuelle .

La paix e s t  fort bonne de so i,
J 'en  conviens; mais de quoi se r t-e lle  
Avec des ennem is sans fo i?

(13: 11. 24-28)

Thus far, the "membres" of Fable 2, the wolf of Fable 3 and 

the frogs of Fable 4 have suffered the dire consequences of their own 

foolish  ta lk ing . The d e ta ils , but not the co n clu sio n s, are sligh tly  mod­

ified  in the two fab les which follow . The goat of Fable 5 , "Le renard e t 

le bouc," and the eag le  and boar of Fable 6, "L 'a ig le , la  laie  e t la  

c h a tte ,"  fa ll victim  to their unreasoning accep tance of the words of 

o th e rs . These fab les take th e ir p laces  in the righ t, or Reason, half­

c irc le  and contribute th e ir le sso n s  to an im pressive illu stra tio n  of the 

c ruc ia l im portance of reason  in the defense aga in st ever-th rea ten ing  

treach e rie s  of life:
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"Si le C iel t 'e u t ,  d i t - i l ,  donng par excellence 
Autant de jugem ent que de barbe au menton,

Tu n 'au ra is  pas a la  16gere 
D escendu dans ce p u its . Or ad ieu , j 'e n  su is  h o r s . .
En toute chose i l  faut consid§rer la  fin.

(5: 11. 24-27; 31)

Que ne sa it  point ourdir une langue tra ftresse  
Par sa  pern ic ieuse  ad re sse?
Des m alheurs qui sont sortis 
De la  bofte de Pandore,

C elui q u 'a  m eilleur droit tout l'un ivers abhorre,
C 'e s t  la  fourbe, a mon av is .

(6. 11. 39-44)

In con trast to the soc ia l naivete  of the pro tagonists of Fables 

5 and 6, the lion of Fable 14, "Le lion devenu vieux," and the nightingale 

Philomele of Fable 15, "Philomele e t Progn6," have a tta ined  a certa in  in ­

s igh t into the ways of worldly soc ie ty . The lion is  to ta lly  d isabused  of 

illu sio n s about the loyalty  of h is su b je c ts , once his failing  strength has 

promoted them into positions of re la tive  power over him ("Il attend son 

d e s tin , sans faire aucunes p la in tes"  -  1. 9). And Philom ele's power of

reason  not only prevents her from upsetting  tha t un iversal s c h e m e ----

here presen t in  line 6, "Voici tan to t mille ans que l'o n  ne vous a vue ,"  

in  the same inconceivable duration of "m ille ans" already seen  in Fable 

13 ("Les loups e t le s  b r e b is " )  but a lso  m aintains a balanced  perspec­

tive  of her condition, which keeps her from subm itting to  the destructive 

fla tte ry  of the sw allow Progn6:

PrognS lui repartit: "E hquoi! ce tte  musique 
Pour ne chanter qu 'aux  anim aux,
Tout au plus a quelque ru stiq u e?

Le d6sert e s t - i l  fa it pour des ta len ts  s i  beaux?
Venez faire aux c it6 s  6c la ter leurs m e rv e ille s .. . "
-E t c 'e s t  le  souvenir d 'un  s i cruel outrage
Qui fa i t ,  rep rit sa  soeur, que je ne vous su is  p a s .

(15: 11. 12-16; 21-22)
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The f irs t group of five  fab les in the right half of Book III 

(Fables 2-6) serve as a le sso n  on the value of reaso n , and certa in  s a l i ­

e n t poin ts of th is  le sso n  are re ite ra ted  as common asp ec ts  of a ll five.

The protagonists of each  are w eak and unable to e s tab lish  their actions 

through a process of reason ing . They allow  them selves to be m isled by 

su p erfic ia l considera tions; in sh o rt, they  suffer from too much ta lk . The 

consequences of their common fa ilin g s are depicted with unvarying harsh ­

n e s s  as e ither fa ta l or nearly  so .

On the other hand, the  f irs t five fab les  of the left ha lf of 

Book III (Fables 11-15), which correspond to Fables 2 -6 , e s tab lish  a 

sen se  of balance and proportion w ith em phasis on the absolu te  need to 

m aintain an accurate perspec tive  of the ind iv idua l's  function in a univer­

s a l  schem e beyond h is con tro l. The exercise  of reason and the ensuing 

accep tance  of each  ind iv id u a l's  re la tiv ity  are of prime importance in the 

conservation  of energy, be tter u tilized  in the struggle to e x is t than  squan­

dered  in m eaningless ac tiv ity . An evaluation  of action based  on words, 

in  comparison with action  based  on rea so n , is im plicit in the fac t that 

Fab les 2 -6  have a  to ta l of 189 l in e s , or more than  tw ice the 93 lines of 

F ab les 11-15.

The som berness of the  prevailing mood is  considerably  

brightened by the unexpected appearance of the "diam eter" formed by 

Fable  7, "L'ivrogne e t s a  fem m e," and Fable 16, "La femme noyee ."

T hese live ly  twin fab les of 28 and 33 l in e s , both of which observe the 

w eakness of m an's charac te r w ith the earthy  61an of a con te , re lieve w ith -
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out denying the  w eight of human fa ilings th u s far rev ea led . By sparing 

ne ither sex  from th e ir  spoof of human na tu re , com ically  ten ac io u s  even

in i ts  g rea t f r a i l i t y  in  each  anecdo te , a  p ro tagon ist is  convinced h e 's

dead or h a s  a lready d ied , and for once, d ea th  is  not t r a g i c  Fables 7

and 16 in troduce a secondary  le s so n . They show us th a t a moderate ap ­

p rec ia tion  of the p o ten tia lly  com ical side o f human na tu re , in i ts  own way 

as u n iv e rsa l and incom prehensible  as the severity  of the  human condition:

C hacun a son  d6faut ou toujours i l  revient:
Honte ni peur n 'y  rem id ie .

(7: 11. 1-2)

M a ls , que ce tte  humeur s o it ,  ou non,
Le d6faut du sexe e t sa  p en te ,
Quicongue avec e lle  n a itra  
Sans fau te  avec e lle  mourra,
Et ju sq u 'a u  bout con tred ira ,
E t, s ' i l  p e u t, encor par d e la .

(16. 11. 28-33)

is  e s s e n t ia l  for su rv iv a l.

After th is  b rief in te rlu d e , La Fontaine returns to  h is  le sso n  

w ith a  n o ticeab ly  m itigated  approach, as Book III nears i ts  conclusion .

The gout and the sp id e r o f Fable 8 , "La goutte e t l 'a ra ig n ^ e ,"  and the 

stork  of Fab le  9 , "Le loup e t  la  c ic o g n e ,"  unlike the ir confreres of 

F ab les 2 -6 , are a t la s t  ab le  to profit from judgm ents b ased  on reason  

w ithout p rio r sac rif ice  of life  or lim b.

The purpose of Book III —  to  reduce the a b s tra c t concep t of

re a so n 's  pow er to  a more tang ib le  level than  th a t o f Book I I  is  fina lly

e ffec ted  in Fable 17, "La b e le tte  entree dans un g ren ie r,"  and Fable 18, 

"Le chat e t  un vieux r a t ."  These c lo sing  fab les  mark the  es tab lish m en t
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of reason a s  the in d iv id u a l's  only sure path to  a valid  perspective  of the

re la tiv ity  of h is condition and h is only sure means of coping with the

re a litie s  of h is  ex is ten ce :

"Vous e te s  maigre en tree , i l  faut maigre sortir.
Ce que je vous d is  la , l 'o n  le d it a bien d 'a u tre s .
M ais ne confondons point, par trop approfondir,

Leurs a ffa ires avec les  v o tre s ."
(17. 11. 18-21)

C 'S ta it bien dit a lui; j'approuve sa  prudence.
Il S ta it experim en ts,
Et sa v a it que la  mSfiance 
Est mere de la  suretS .

(18: 11. 50-53)
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BOOK IV

The closing  lines of Book III contain  the key to Book IV:

C 'S ta it bien d it a lui; j'approuve sa  prudence.
II S ta it experim ents,
Et sav a it que la  mSfiance 
Est mere de la  suretS .

(18: 11. 50-53)

The words "prudence", "experim ents", "mSfiance" and "su re tS ", fre­

quently  ca lled  to  mind throughout the tw enty-tw o fab les of Book IV, e s ­

tab lish  a  continuity  w ith Book III . In f a c t , the apparent connection of 

th ese  books seem s to have been confirmed by La Fontaine him self in 

1678, when he moved "L 'oeil du m altre" and "L 'a louette  e t se s  p e tits , 

avec  le maltre d 'un  champ" from the end of Book III (where they were 

Fables 19 and 20 in the ed itions of 1668) and in s tead  p laced  them at the 

end of Book IV (where they have appeared ever since  as Fables 21 and 

2 2 ) . 1

The m aintenance of p e rsp ec tiv e , c ru c ia l to  a valid determ in­

ation  of rea lity , depends heavily  on "prudence" and "mSfiance" and is  an e s ­

se n tia l reve la tion  of Book III. The words of the ra t at the end of Book III

 "Je soupgonne dessous encor quelque m achine" (18: 1. 4 7 )  are a

concentrated  d is tilla tio n  of th is  le s so n , and the c la rity  and sim plicity  

o f the ir m essage are reflec ted  in  the c la rity  of s ty le  and sim plicity  of 

technique exem plified in Book IV.

O e u v re s  com pletes, t .  1, III, n . 1, p . 688.
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N otw ithstanding its  inordinate length , whose 842 lines sur­

p ass  by a t le a s t  one-th ird  the to ta l of any of the other books in the 

prem ier recu e il, Book IV is  by far the le a s t  contrived y e t seen  in the 

F ab les : two alm ost equal groups of ten fab les (Fables 1-10 to ta l 390 

lines; Fables 11-20, 346 lines) illu s tra te  a s tem  and cautionary lesson  

of which the la s t  two fab les  (Fables 21 and 22) serve as "m oral". (Dia­

gram 4 .)

The firs t ten  fab les seem to have been designed as a cata log  

of the a ffecta tions assum ed by the weak and in secu re . Using them as 

to o ls  for his dem onstration, La Fontaine probes the depths of sp iritua l 

se lf-d e lu sio n  and pa the tic  su perfic ia l attem pts to  deceive o thers .

The lion of Fable 1, "Le lion amoureux," the shepherd of Fable 

2, "Le berger e t la  mer, " the fly  of Fable 3, "La mouche e t  la  fou rm i," 

the gardener of Fable 4, "Le jard in ie r e t son se ig neu r,"  and the donkey 

of Fable 5 , "L'Sne e t  le p e tit ch ien ,"  prove to be w illing dupes of their 

own affected  notions of love, fortune, so c ia l s ta tu s , influence and favor. 

The plight of each is  p resen ted  by La Fontaine in  an objective tone of 

stud ied  detachm ent, and each  contains an axiom couched in ph rases tha t 

a  child  could com prehend, y e t packed with warnings applicable to every­

one:

Amour, amour, quand tu  nous t ie n s ,
On peut bien dire: Adieu prudence.

(1: 11. 59-60)

Q u'un sou quand il  e s t  assur6  
Vaut mieux que cinq en esp6rance;
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Q u 'il se fau t contenter de sa  condition;
Q u'aux co n se ils  de la  mer e t de 1'am bition 

Nous devons fermer les o re ille s .
(2: 11. 24-28)

Je vous enseignerai par la  
Ce que c 'e s t  qu 'une fau sse  ou veritab le  g lo ire . 
Adieu: je perds le tem ps; la issez -m o i trav a ille r . 

Ni mon grenier ni mon armoire 
Ne se  rem plit a bab iller.

(3: 11. 48-52)

P etits  p rin ces, videz vos d£bats entre vous:
De recourir aux rois vous se riez  de grands fous. 
II ne le s  fau t jam ais engager dans vos guerres, 

Ni le s  faire en tre r sur vos te rre s .
(4: 11. 58-61)

Ne forgons point notre ta len t;
Nous ne ferions rien  avec g race .
Jamais un lourdaud, quoi q u 'i l  f a s s e ,  
Ne sau rait p a sse r  pour g a lan t.

Peu de gens que le C iel chSrit e t g ratifie  
Ont le don d 'agr6er infus avec la  v ie .

C 'e s t  un point q u 'il leur fau t la is s e r
(5: 11. 1-7)

Fables 6-9 deal with indiv iduals who, like Rodilard of Book 

III, Fable 18, wrap them selves in le s s  sub tle  forms of delusion  than 

those  d isc lo sed  in Fables 1 -5 . The affecta tions tha t ru le and ruin the 

p ro tagon ists of Fables 6-9 take the form of superfic ia l d isg u ise s  em­

ployed to deceive or im press o thers who are capable of evaluating  th e ir

true n a tu res .

The fea th ers , horns and plumes worn by the ra t leaders in 

Fable 6, "Le combat des ra ts  e t des b e le tte s ,"  are as surely  responsib le  

for th e ir  m iserable fa te  as the le s s  tangible but equally  unnatural doc il­

ity  of the lion  of Fable 1 and the p rec iousness of the donkey of Fable 5:
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La principale  jonch^e
Fut done des principaux ra ts .
Une te te  empanachSe 
N 'e s t pas p e tit  em barras.
Le trop superbe Equipage 
Peut sou vent en un passage  
C auser du retardem ent.
Les p e tits  en toute affaire 
Esquivent fort ais^m ent;
Les grands ne le peuvent fa ire .

(6: 11. 47-56)

Extended to include the  monkey of Fable 7, "Le singe e t le

dauphin ," the idol of Fable 8, "L'homme e t l 'ido le  de b o is ,"  and the jay

of Fable 9, "Le geai par§ des plumes du p a o n ," the affectation of bogus

qua litie s  ensu res the d isg race  of d iscovery . W ithout excep tion , these

unfortunates fa ll victim  to  th e ir own b asic  w eaknesses , which no outer

mask can d issim ulate  for long:

Le dauphin r i t , toum e la  te te ,
Et le magot consid6r6 
II s 'a p e r9o it q u 'il  ri'a  tir§
Du fond des eaux rien  qu 'une bete .
II l 'y  rep lo n g e , e t va trouver 
Quelque homme afin de le sauver.

(7: 11. 39-44)

Tu ressem bles aux naturels 
M alheureux, g ro ss ie rs , e t  stupides:

On n 'en  peut rien  tire r qu 'avecque le b%ton.
(8 : 11. 20- 22)

Q uelqu'un le reconnut: i l  se v it bafou6,
Bern6, sifflfe, moqu6, jouS,

Et par m essieurs le s  paons plum§ d 'S trange sorte;
Meme vers se s  p a re ils  s '6 ta n t r6fugi6,

II fu t par eux mis a la  porte.
(9: 11. 5-9)

A ffectations seen  in  Fables 1-9 as flim sy costum es, e a s ily

stripped aw ay, have even le s s  tangible meaning when sub jected  to  the
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rigorous scrutiny prescribed  by La Fontaine in Fable 10, "Le cham eau, 

e t le s  batons flo ttan ts" :

L 'accoutum ance a in s i nous rend tout fam ilier.
Ce qui nous p a ra is sa it terrib le  e t  singulier 

S 'apprivoise avec notre vue,
Quand ce v ient a la  continue.

(10: 11. 5-8)

This fable serves the dual purpose of c losing  the d iscu ssio n  opened in 

F ab les 1-9 and further illu s tra te s  the common ground of Books III and IV 

by its  ta c it reminder of the virtues of prudence and mgfiance and its  in ­

troduction of perspective  into Book IV:

J'en  sa is  beaucoup de par le monde 
A qui cec i conviendrait bien:

De loin c 'e s t  quelque ch o se , e t  de pres ce n 'e s t  rien .
(10: 11. 17-19)

The influence of Fable 10 can be c learly  seen  in Fables 11-15, 

as  individual a ffecta tions are exam ined and then fitted  into a un iversal 

con tex t. The perspective  thus achieved c rea te s  a se ries  of fab le s , which 

i s ,  in e ffec t, the inverse of Fables 1 -5 . W hereas the individual a ffec ta ­

tions of the pro tagonists of Fables 1-5 are p resen ted  as functions of each 

pro tagonist (thereby un iversaliz ing  th e ir im portance), the affectations of 

the indiv iduals of Fables 11-15 a re , on the contrary , reduced to the in ­

sign ificance they merit by an instan taneous extention  of each  into the 

realm  of the un iversal "m achine".

By th is tech n iq u e , the cosm opolitan p retensions of the ra t as 

w ell as the treachery  of the frog of Fable 11, "La grenouille e t  le r a t , " 

a lthough of cataclysm ic importance to  each , are in stan tly  nullified  by 

the awesome concept of a un iversal balance of retribution:
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La ruse la  mieux ourdie 
Peut nuire a son inventeur,
Et souvent la  perfidie 
Retoume sur son auteur.

(11: 11. 42-45)

Sim ilarly, the in justice  suffered by A lexandre's sub jec ts  at 

the hands of the lion in Fable 12, "Tribut envoys par le s  animaux a 

A lexandre," pa les in comparison with the u tte r fu tility  of demanding re ­

d ress:

Au f ils  de Jupiter on d it q u 'ils  se p la ign iren t,
Et n 'en  eurent point de ra iso n .

Q u 'eu t- il fa it?  C 'eu t 6t£ lion contre lion;
Et le proverbe dit: " C orsaires a co rsa ire s ,
L'un l 'au tre  s ’a ttaquant ne font pas leu rs  a f f a i r e s ."

(12: 11. 70-74)

Nowhere is  the insignificance of affecta tion  more poignantly 

engulfed by the im plications of perspective th an  in  Fable 13, "Le cheval 

s '61ant voulu venger du c e rf ,"  wherein an overzealous desire  for revenge, 

in sp ired  by some undefined sligh t,

Or un cheval eu t alors differend 
Avec un cerf p lein de v ite sse .

(13: 11. 10-11)

u n lea sh e s  a cosm ic avalanche tha t buries not only th is  individual horse 

but a ll  horses forever:

De tout tem ps les  chevaux ne sont n§s pour le s  hommes.
Lorsque le genre humain de gland se c o n ten ta it,
Ane, cheval e t mule aux forets h a b i ta i t . . .

II y  mourut en  tra inan t son lien .
Sage s ' i l  eu t rem is une l£gere o ffense.
Quel que so it le p la is ir  que cause  la  vengeance ,
C 'e s t  l 'a c h e te r  trop cher, que l 'a c h e te r  d 'un bien 

Sans qui le s  autres ne sont rien .
(13: 11. 1-3; 29-33)
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Fable 14, "Le renard e t  le b u s te ,"  and Fable 15, "Le loup, 

la  chevre, e t le chev reau ,"  o rien t affectation  away from the spec ific  and 

focus on the inconceivable scope of the mind, w ithout which life i ts e lf  

is  a de lusion . Their im plic it celebration  of reason , prudence and 

mefiance identify  them as c lo se  re la tiv e s  of the fab les of Book III and 

further su b stan tia te  its  link to Book IV:

Les g rands, pour la  p lupart, sont m asques de theatre ;
Leur apparence impose au vulgaire ido la tre .
L 'ane n 'e n  sa it  juger que par ce q u 'i l  en voit.
Le renard au contra ire  a fond les examine

(14: 11. 1-4)

Ou se ra it  le b iquet s ' i l  eu t ajout6 foi
Au mot du gue t, que de fortune 
Notre loup av a it entendu?
Deux su re tds va len t mieux qu ’une;

Et le trop en ce la  ne fut jam ais perdu.
(15: 11. 25-29)

F ables 16-19 compose a sm all trea tise  on the virtues of un­

affected  subm ission  to ce rta in  card inal p rincip les of su rv ival. A sense  

of enduring streng th  inherent in  the a ttribu tes of motherhood (Fable 16,

"Le loup, la  m ere, e t l 'e n fa n t" ) , friendship  (Fable 17, "Parole de 

Socrate"), fam ily unity (Fable 18, "Le v ie illa rd  e t se s  en fan ts"), and 

fea r of an alm ighty power (Fable 19, "L1 oracle e t  l'im pie") flows from a 

homily at the core of each  of th ese  fab les and is  subtly  fashioned into a 

guide to surv ival w ithin and d esp ite  the engrenage un iversel th a t controls 

the de ta ils  of ex is tence :

Biaux ch ires  leu p s , n '6cou tez  mie 
Mere tenchen t chen fieux qui c rie .

(16: 11. 34-35)



Chacun se  d it ami; m ais fou qui s 'y  repose;
Rien n 'e s t  p lus commun que ce nom,
Rien n 'e s t  p lus rare que la  ch o se .

(17: 11. 12-14)

Toute p u issan ce  e s t  fa ib le  a  moins que d 'e tre  u n i e . . .
Les freres d^sun is son t tous d 'a v is  contraire:
L'un veut s'accom m oder, l 'au tre  n 'e n  veut rien  fa ire .
Tous perdirent leur b ien , e t  voulurent trop tard  
Profiter de ces  dards unis e t  pris a  part.

(18: 11. 1; 44-47)

Vouloir tromper le c ie l ,  c 'e s t  folie a  la  terre ;
Le d6dale des coeurs en se s  detours n 'en se rre  
Rien qui ne so it d 'abord  6clair6  par le s  d ieux .
Tout ce que l'homme fa it ,  i l  le fa ir a leurs yeux ,
Meme le s  ac tions que dans l'om bre il  c ro it fa ire .

(19: 11. 1-5)

The le sso n  ex trac ted  from F ab les 16-19 p laces  in p e rsp ec ­

tive  the  da ily  ac ts  of liv ing , reduces to  th e ir u ltim ate sim plic ity  and 

com prehensib ility  the philosophic in tr ic a c ie s  of ex is ten ce  and has its  

p ra c tic a l dem onstration in  Fable 20, "L 'avare qui a  perdu son tr6 so r."  

This fab le  illu s tra te s  the incontrovertib le  re sp o n sib ility  incum bent upon 

each  ind iv idual to guard a g a in st a ffec ta tion  by co n stan t and rigorous ex ­

am ination of the au then tic ity  of h is  own actions:

L 'usage seulem ent f a i t  la  p o sse s s io n .
Je demande a c e s  gens de qui la  passio n
E st d 'e n ta s s e r  to u jo u rs , m ettre somme sur somme,
Q uel avantage i ls  on t que n 'a i t  p as un autre homme.
Diogene la -b a s  e s t  a u ss i riche  q u 'eux ,
Et l 'av a re  ic i-h a u t comme lu i v it en  g u e u x .. .

Ce m alheureux a tten d a it 
Pour jouir de son bien une seconde vie;
Ne p o ss6 d ait pas 1 'or, mais 1'or le p o ss^ d a it.

(20: 11. 1-6; 9-11)

La F o n ta in e 's  in stru c tio n a l technique a tta in s  a peak of re ­

finem ent and p rec ision  in Fable 21, "L 'oe il du m aftre ,"  and Fable 22,
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"L 'a loue tte  e t  se s  p e ti ts ,  avec le  maxtre d 'un  c h a m p ," w herein one d is ­

covers a c ry s ta lliz a tio n  of a ll  the e lem ents of Book IV. These two fab les 

rep resen t the u ltim ate illu s tra tio n  of an ex tensive  le sso n  on p rudence , 

m dfiance and su re ty , begun in Book III and from there m eticu lously  ex ­

plored a ll the way through Book IV.

Fab les 21 and 22 are p rac tica l "proof" of the va lid ity  of La 

F o n ta in e 's  theory  tha t jud icious re liance  on reason  and perspective  enable 

the ind iv id u a l, caught in the irreversib le  course of e v e n ts , to make w ith­

out warning and w ith sp lit-sec o n d  accuracy  the d ec is io n  w hich se a ls  his 

f a te .

Bad judgment alone k ills  the stag  of Fable 21. H is fa ta l re ­

liance  on an erroneous evaluation  of the true power of the oxen , p itifu lly  

below  the lev e l required to  save  him, dupes him in to  w asting  on them the 

v ita l energy and im agination needed for h is  escape :

"M es fre re s , leur d i t - i l ,  ne me d6celez  pas:
Je vous en se ig n era i le s  p a tis  le s  p lu s gras;
Ce se rv ice  vous peu t quelque jour e tre  u tile ;

Et vous n 'e n  aurez point r e g r e t ."
(21: 11. 4-7)

The m orality of bribing the  oxen is not in q u estio n . H ow ever, w hat is  

unforgivable is  the s ta g 's  fo rfeit of stak ing  h is life  on an a c t of p a ss iv e  

dependence on o thers .

T hus, La Fontaine leads us slow ly and inexorably  to Fable 22, 

the l a s t  fab le  of Book IV, and the princip le which se rv es a s  a guiding 

beacon to  serious s tuden ts of h is F a b le s : "Ne t 'a t te n d s  q u 'a  to i se u l, 

c ’e s t  un commun proverbe" (22: 1. 1).
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BOOK V

The fina l fable of Book IV, "L 'a louette  e t s e s  p e ti ts , avec le 

maftre d 'un ch am p ," is  a ly rical ex p ress io n  of confidence in the individ­

u a l 's  power to r ise  above the confines o f his condition and assum e a 

m easure of control over h is  d estin y . This nascen t optimism is abruptly 

checked by Book V and its  harsh de fin ition  of the re a litie s  of ex is ten ce .

In con trast to  the sh eer bulk of Book IV, the longest in the 

prem ier re c u e il, the tw enty-one fab les  o f Book V to ta l a concise 522 

l in e s . Fifteen fab les are shorter than  30 lines; four contain few er than 

40 lin es.O n ly  two reach the  moderate lengths of 69 and 41 lin e s , and the 

f irs t  of these  is  Fable 1, "Le bucheron e t  M ercure," the foundation for 

the principal them es of Book V.

The f ir s t  32 of th is fa b le 's  69 lines frame an exposition of 

La Fon ta ine 's a r t is t ic  technique. In th is  "pream ble", words w ith dual

im plications of manual and a rtis tic  l a b o r  "ouvrage" (11. 1 and 26),

"soin" (1. 3), "effort" (11. 4 and 5 )  are in te rspersed  with words

which project the entire range of a r tis tic  e n d e a v o r  "auteur" (1. 6),

" tra its"  (11. 7 and 8), "vers" (1. 11), "talen t" (1. 17), "je peins" (1. 18), 

"rdcit" (1. 18), "image" (1. 23), "comSdie" (1. 27), "ac tes"  (1. 27), 

"scene" (1. 28) and "role" (1. 29). The a rtis tic  credo is  often im plicit 

in the  firs t fab les of certa in  books, as if  La Fontaine had done some 

fab les  "for h im self" . H ere, i t  is  im possible to ignore the evocation of a 

c lo se  correspondence betw een p h y sica l and m ental effort and by exten-
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sio n , the im portance of both in the process of a rtis tic  creation . T his, 

in com bination w ith the spareness of construction and the triangu lar ar­

rangem ent of the fab les  of Book V, c rea tes an illu sion  of scu lp tu ra l 

sharpness sim ilar to  the techniques inherent in the poetry of Theophile 

G autier.

For, in fa c t, the tw enty-one fab les can be seen  as an is o s ­

c e le s  triangle (Diagram 5), whose two "equal" legs are formed by Fables 

2-10 (224 lines) and Fables 12-20 (192 lin e s), with a base a t Fables 1 

and 21 and a vertex , or peak , a t Fable 11.

As we continue to  the body of Fable 1 (lines 33-65), we ar­

rive a t the story  of M ercury and the woodsman, promised by the t i t le  and 

focused  on an indiv idual condemned by his condition to a s ta te  of pover­

ty and dependence:

Un bucheron perdit son gagne-pain:
C 'e s t  sa  cogn§e; e t  la  cherchant en vain,
Ce fut pitiS  la -d e ssu s  de l 'en tend re .
Il n 'a v a it pas des ou tils  a revendre.
Sur c e lu i-c i  ro u la it tout son avoir.
Ne sachan t done ou mettre son espo ir,
Sa face 6 ta it  de pleurs toute baign6e.

(1: 11. 33-39)

From th is  point on, La Fontaine u ses  the fable to s e t  up an opposition 

betw een the idea l (as env isioned  a t the end of Book IV) and the re a l (to 

be revealed  in Book V). The woodsm an's strength  of w ill allow s him to 

re ta in  his personal dignity and rise  above his m enial condition:

Lors une d 'o r a l'homme 6tan t montr6e,
II r6pondit: "Je n 'y  demande r i e n ."
Une d 'a rg en t succede a la  premiere;
II la  re fu se . Enfin une de b o is .
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"Voila, d i t - i l ,  la  mienne c e tte  fois;
Je su is  content s i j 'a i  ce tte  dem iere .
-Tu les  a u ra s , d it le d ieu , tou tes tro is .
Ta bonne foi sera r£com pens6e.

(1: 11. 47-54)

H is good fa ith , ju stly  rew arded, rep resen ts  the id e a l, while the bad 

fa ith  of the other woodsmen exem plifies the rea lity  a t the core of human 

nature:

L 'h isto ire en  e s t a u ss ito t d isp e rs ie ;
Et boquillons de perdre leur o u til,
Et de crier pour se le faire rendre.
Le roi des dieux ne s a it  auquel en tendre.
Son fils  Mercure aux criards v ient encor,
K chacun d 'eux  il en montre une d 'o r.
Chacun eu t cru p asse r pour une bete 
De ne pas dire au ssito t: "La vo ila!"

(1: 11. 56-63)

Strength of w ill is  further exam ined in  Fables 2 -5 , but here 

i t  is  reduced to  an adjunct of physica l superio rity , depriving th ese  pro­

tag o n is ts  of even a v estig ia l resem blance to  the woodsman of Fable 1. 

Thus, the strong logic of the c lay  pot of Fable 2, "Le pot de terre  e t le 

po t de fe r ,"  and the rabb it of Fable 4, "Les o re ille s  du l ie v r e ," n e c e s­

sa rily  succum bs to the physical potency behind the specious reasoning 

o f the iron pot and the lio n 's  henchmen:

C e lu i-c i s 'en  ex cu sa ,
D lsant q u 'il fe ra it que sage 
De garder le coin du feu:
Car i l  lui fa lla it s i  p e u ,
Si peu , que la  moindre chose 
De son debris se ra it c a u s e . . .
-Nous vous m ettrons a couvert,
Repartit le pot de fer.
Si quelque m atiere dure 
Vous menace d 'aven tu re ,
Entre deux je pas se ra i,
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Et du coup vous sau v era i."
C ette  offre le persuade.

(2: 11. 3-8 ; 13-19)

M es o re ille s  enfin  se ra ien t com es au ssi;
Et quand je  le s  aurais plus courtes qu 'une autruche,
Je cra indrais meme e n c o r . . .

-O n les  fera  p a sse r  pour cornes,
Dit l 'an im al c ra in tif , e t cornes de lico rn es .
J 'au ra i beau pro tester; mon dire et mes ra isons 

Iront aux P e tite s-M a iso n s .
(4: 11. 14-16; 19-22)

On the other hand, when sound logic happens to be reinforced by superi­

or physical s t r e n g th  as in the c a se s  of the fisherm an of Fable 3 ,

"Le p e tit po isson  e t  le pecheur,"  and the council of foxes of Fable 5,

"Le renard ay ant la  queue c o u p le "  it naturally  prevails:

P e tit po isson  deviendra grand,
Pourvu que Dieu lu i prete v ie .
M ais le lacher en  a ttendan t,
Je tien s pour moi que c 'e s t  folie;

Car de le ra ttrap e r, il  n 'e s t  pas trop c e r ta in . . .
P o isson , mon bel ami, qui fa ite s  le precheur,
Vous irez dans la  poele; e t  vous avez beau d ire,

D es ce so ir on vous fera frire .
(3: 11. 1-5; 21-23)

Que nous se rt ce tte  queue? Il faut qu 'on  se la  coupe.
Si l 'o n  me c ro it, chacun s 'y  r6soudra.

-Votre av is e s t  fort bon, d it quelqu 'un de la  troupe,
M ais to u rnez-vous, de g race , e t l 'o n  vous r ip o n d ra .. .
Prdtendre o ter la  queue eu t 6t6 tem ps perdu;

La mode en fut continu4e
(5: 11. 12-15; 18-19)

The ease  with w hich reason  and strength  of w ill are subordinated by

physical power, a s  illu s tra ted  in F ab les 2 -5 , is  an infamous truth of the

human condition , rem in iscen t in  fac t of the desp icab le  d ro it du plus fort

of Book I.
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Fable 6, "L av ie ille  e t les  deux se rv a n te s ,"  appears at the 

midpoint of the left leg of the triang le  (Fables 2-10). _ Like those before 

i t ,  Fable 6 can be traced  back to an elem ent of Fable 1 ("Le bucheron e t 

M ercure"). The penurious servitude of the two maids is  sim ilar to tha t 

of the woodsman, however far more tangible:

La v ie ille  n 'a v a it point de plus p ressan t souci
Que de d istribuer aux servan tes leur t a c h e . . .

D ega, d e la , vous en aurez;
Point de c e s s e ,  point de re lach e .

(6: 11. 4-5 ; 8-9)

The important difference betw een the maids and the woodsman, and the 

key to an understanding of La F on ta ine 's  p ess im is tic  evaluation  of human 

nature, is  the m aids' though tless recourse to an un justifiab le  ac t of 

violence:

Comma e lle s  l 'a v a ie n t d it, la  bete fut gripp§e.
Le rev e ille -m atin  eu t la  gorge coup6e.

(6: 11. 20- 21)

Unlike the id ea l strength  of w ill that exalted  the woodsman, th is  g ra tu i­

tous persecu tion  of the only individual w eaker than t h e y  "un m ise­

rable coq a point nomm£" (1. 1 1 )  marks the m aids' un resisting  sub­

m ission to the se lf-reg en era tin g  and destructive  cycle of in ju s tice  for 

the sake of in ju s tice :

Ce meurtre n 'am enda nullem ent leur m arch £ .. .
C 'e s t  a in s i que le p lus souvent,

Quand on pense so rtir d 'une m auvaise affa ire ,
On s 'en fonce  encor plus avan t.

(6: 11. 22; 26-28)

The pro tagon ists of Fable 7, "Le satyre e t le p a ssa n t,"  and 

Fable 8 , "Le cheval e t le lo u p ,"  personify types of bad fa ith  p a ra lle l to
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th a t of the woodsmen of Fable 1. Although the trave le r of Fable 7 and

the wolf of Fable 8 do nothing as delibera te ly  a s  throwing away an axe

to coun terfeit the acc iden t of losing i t ,  they do go so far as to tre sp ass

on territory  unnatural to them to  a tta in  certa in  purely se lfish  goals:

Au fond d 'un  antre s a u v a g e .. .
Pour se sauver de la p luie 
Entre un p assan t morfondu.
Au brouet on le con vie:
II n 'S ta it pas attendu.

(7: 11. 1; 9-12)

Un loup, d is - je ,  au sortir des rigueurs de l 'h iv e r,
Apergut un cheval qu 'on avait mis au vert.

Je la isse  a penser quelle jo ie!
" Bonne c h a sse , d i t - i l ,  qui 1 'aurait a son  c ro c . . .
Au lieu q u 'i l  faut ruser pour avoir ce tte  pro ie.
Rusons d o n e ." . . .

(8: 11. 5-8; 10-11)

Furthermore, even the fa tes of th ese  two resem ble those  of

th e ir counterparts in  Fable 1:

M ercure, au lieu  de donner c e l le - la ,
Leur en  dScharge un grand coup sur la  te te .

(1: 11. 64-65)

For when the ludicrous manners of the trave ler exceed  the  lim its of sav ­

age "p rop rie ty" , he is  summarily thrown out in to  the storm:

D 'abord avec son haleine 
Il se rechauffe le s  doigts;

Puis sur le m ets qu 'on lu i donne,
D dlicat i l  souffle a u ss i.
Le satyre s 'e n  §tonne. . .

-Vous pouvez, d it le sauvage ,
Reprendre votre ch em in .. .

(7: 11. 15-19; 23-24)
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And when the fraudulent im personation of the w olf exceeds the lim its of

decency and p a tien ce , he is  trea ted  with equally  little  ceremony:

Mon galant ne songeait q u 'a  bien prendre son tem ps,
Afin de happer son m alade.

L1 autre qui s 'e n  dou tait lui lache une ruade,
Qui vous lu i met en marmalade 
Les m andibules e t le s  d en ts .

(8: 11. 28-32)

The rela tive  16geret6 of Fables 7 and 8, e sp ec ia lly  in comparison with 

Fable 6, conceals  s t i l l  another dism aying critic ism  of human nature. 

Blatantly ab sen t from both fab les is  even the s lig h te s t adm ission of 

wrongdoing by e ither the trave ler or the w olf. Fable 7 makes no s ta te ­

m ent, and the wolf of Fable 8 reg re ts  only the means he used  in stead  of 

the goal he hoped to atta in :

" C 'e s t  bien fa i t  (dit le loup en so i-m lm e fort tr is te ):
Chacun a son m etier doit toujours s 'a tta c h e r .

Tu veux faire ic i l 'a rb o ris te ,
Et ne fus jam ais que b o u ch er."

(8: 11. 33-36)

R esonances from the opening lines of Fable 1 are unm istak­

able in  Fable 9 , "Le laboureur et se s  en fa n ts ,"  and Fable 10, "La 

montagne qui acco u ch e ,"  which complete the le ft leg of the triang le .

Like the other fab les of th is group, Fables 9 and 10 are sligh tly  d isto rted  

ex tensions of them es e s tab lish ed  in Fable 1 and ta in ted  by contact with 

rea l human na tu re . These fab les contain  p a ssa g es  which a t firs t seem 

to ex to l the c ap ab ilitie s  of concentrated  physica l and in te lle c tu a l effort:

T ravaillez , prenez de la  pe ine .
C 'e s t  le fonds qui manque le m o in s .. .
. .  . le  trav a il e s t  un trdsor.

(9: 11. 1-2; 18)
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Je me figure un auteur 
Q ui dit: "Je chanterai la  guerre

Que firen t le s  Titans au maitre du tonnerre ."
(10: 11. 10- 12)

However, th is  camouflage is not a ltogether su c c e ss fu l, and a more prob­

ing study revea ls  the bad fa ith  tha t is  the true insp iration  of the sons ' 

actions in Fable 9:

"G ardez-vous, leur d i t - i l ,  de vendre l 'h 6 r i ta g e . . .
Un tr£ so r e s t  cach6 dedans.

Je ne s a is  pas l 'e n d ro i t . . .
Le pere mort, le s  f ils  vous retoum ent le cham p,
D ega, d e la , p a r to u t . . .
D 'argen t, point de c a c h 6 .. .

(9: 11. 5; 7-8; 13-14; 16) 

and of the vaunted assum ption of c a su a l su c ce ss  in Fable 10:

C 'e s t  prom ettre beaucoup; m ais q u 'en  so r t- il  souvent?
Du vent.

(10: 11. 13-14)

Fable 11, "La Fortune e t  le jeune en fan t,"  stands at the  tip  

or vertex  of th e  triangle and c la r if ie s  the notion of the ind iv idual's ab­

solu te  accoun tab ility  for his thoughts and ac tio n s . The position  of Fable 

11 in the schem e of Book V is  a m easure of i ts  im portance. For the firs t 

time in Book V, the in d iv id u a l's  resp o n sib ility  to recognize and eschew  

a ttrac tive  deceptions and to  seek  a more demanding evaluation  of h is 

m otives and actions i s  th rust squarely  upon him: "C ependant c '£ ta it  votre 

fa u te ,"  line 12 of 23 and therefore the  exac t center of Fable 11, resum es 

the unsta ted  m essage of the nine preceding fab les (Fables 2-10) and ra ­

d ia tes  into the nine th a t follow  (Fables 12-20).
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Fable 12, "Les m Sdecins," Fable 13, "La poule aux oeufs 

d 'o r ,"  Fable 14, "L 'ane portant des re liq u es ,"  and Fable 15, "Le cerf 

e t la  v igne ," form a panoply of misjudgments th a t seem to  flow d irec tly  

from thos enum erated at the c lo se  of Fable 11: "E st-on  so t, etourdi, 

prend-on mal se s  m esures" (1. 21). The shortness of th e se  fab les 

(Fable 12 has 10 lines; Fable 13, 12 lines; Fable 14, 12 lines; andFable 

15, 14 lines) is  surprisingly noticeable in Book V, a lready  d istingu ished  

by i ts  brief fa b le s , and they become a quadruple re ite ra tio n  of th a t fa te ­

fully  sign ifican t line 12 of Fable 11; "C ependant, c 'd ta i t  votre f a u te ." 

For w ithout excep tion , the pa tien t of Fable 12, the henkeeper of Fable 

13, the donkey of Fable 14 and the stag  of Fable 15 are the  victim s of 

their own m isconceived ideas:

Leur m alade pay a le tribu t a N ature,
Apres q u 'en  se s  c o n se ils  Tant-pis eut 6t6 cru.

(12: 11. 6-7)

II crut que dans son corps e lle  avait un tr6sor.
Il la  tu a , 1‘ouvrit, e t la  trouva sem blable 
A c e lle s  dont le s  oeufs ne lui rapporta ient rien ,
S '6 tan t lui-meme ot6 le plus beau de son bien .

(13: 11. 5-8)

Un baudet, charge de re liq u es ,
S 'im agina qu ’on l ’adorait.

(14: 11. 1-2)

. . .  Le cerf hors de danger 
Broute s a  b ien fa itrice , ingratitude extrem e!
On l ’en tend , on retourne, on le fa it d^loger;

II v ient mourir en ce lieu meme.
"J’a i m6rit£, d i t - i l ,  ce juste  chatim ent."

(15: 11. 5-9)
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Fable 16, "Le serpen t e t  la  lim e ,"  is  the midpoint of the 

righ t leg  of the triangle (Fables 12-20) and lie s  d irectly  opposite Fable 

6 ("La v ie ille  e t  le s  deux se rv a n te s" ) , its  counterpart in the left leg . 

Beyond i ts  obvious co ro llaries to the  individual accountab ility  in Fable 

1 1 ,

Tu te prends a p lus dur que t o i . . .
Vous vous tourm entez v a in em en t.. .

(16: 11. 8; 16)

a harmonic variation of Fable 6 adds another dimension to  the structure 

o f the book. C loser study reveals  a defin ite  sim ilarity  betw een Fable 16 

and Fable 6, made prominent at f ir s t  by a cold and ru th less strain  w ithin 

each:

Et toutes deux, tre s  mal co n ten te s ,
DAsaient entre leu rs  dents: "M audit coq, tu m ourras."

(6: 11. 18-19)

Plutot que d 'em porter de moi 
Seulem ent le quart d 'une obole,
Tu te rom prais to u tes  les d en ts .

(16: 11. 10-12)

Subsequently , both fab les su b s tan tia te  La F on ta ine 's  conviction here that 

human nature condemns the ind iv idual to seek  the means of h is own d e ­

struction .

But, if  Fable 6 defines an ultim ate and inescapable  path  to

figurative se lf-an n ih ila tio n  with i ts  reference to Scylla, the man-

devouring m onster of mythology:

T6moin ce  couple e t  son sa la ire .
La v ie ille , au lieu  du coq, le s  f i t  tomber par la 

De Charybde en Scylla.
(6: 11. 29-31)
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Fable 16 d escribes the one talism an which guarantees imm ortality in 

sp ite  of a s t i l l  more pernicious "Scylla":

C eci s 'a d re s se  a vous, e sp rits  du dernier ordre,
Qui n '6 tan t bons a rien  cherchez surtout a mordre. . .
C royez-vous que vos dents impriment leurs outrages 

Sur tan t de beaux ouvrages?
Ils sont pour vous d 'a ira in , d 'a c ie r , de diam ant.

(16: 11. 14-15; 17-19)

The influence of Fable 11 continues to  flow through the right 

leg of the triangle and is apparent in its  c ru e le s t extreme in Fable 17, 

"Le lievre e t la  perdrix ," and Fable 18, "L 'aig le  e t le h ibou ."  In these 

fa b le s , the law  of individual responsib ility  ex ac ts  punishm ent of the 

rabb it and the owl for ac ts  of a purely inadverten t nature:

II s 'en fu it dans son fort, met les ch iens en d6faut,
Sans mema en excepter Brifaut.
Enfin il se trah it lui-meme

Par le s  e sp rits  sortan t de son corps §chauff6.
(17; 11. 11-14)

. .  . "N 'en  accuse  que to i,
Ou plutot la  commune lo i,
Qui veut qu 'on  trouve son sem blable 
Beau, bien fa it, e t  sur tous aim able.

(18: 11. 36-39)

Echoes of these  words spoken by "la  Fortune" in Fable 11:

Soyez une autre fois plus sag e , je vous p r i e . . .
Je vous demande en bonne foi 
Si ce tte  imprudence s i haute

Provient de mon cap rice . . .
(11: 11. 10; 13-15) 

resound in Fable 19, "Le lion s 'e n  a llan t en guerre ,"  and Fable 20, 

"L 'ours e t le s  deux com pagnons," the la s t  two in  the righ t leg of the tr i­

ang le . The lion of Fable 19 assum es fu ll resp o n sib ility  for his own a c ­

tions and d isda ins the undependable judgment of others:
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Le monarque prudent e t sage 
De se s  m oindres su je ts  sa it  tire r quelque u sag e ,

Et connait le s  divers ta len ts:
II n 'e s t  rien  d 'in u tile  aux personnes de se n s .

(19: 11. 17-20)

while the companions of Fable 20, in a bizarre attem pt to appropriate 

the influence of a lion w ithout the assurance  of h is power, nonchalantly  

take responsib ility  for an action  which lacks a ll trace  of "prudence" or 

" sa g e sse " :

Deux compagnons p re sse s  d 'argent 
A leur voisin  fourreur vendirent 
La peau d 'un  ours encor vivant,

M ais q u 'i ls  tu era ien t b ien to t, du moins a ce q u 'ils  d i r e n t . . .  
D indenaut p r isa it  moins se s  moutons qu 'eux leur ours:
Leur, a leur com pte, e t non a ce lu i de la  be te .

(20: 11. 1-4; 9-10)

The le sso n  deduced from Fable 21, "L 'ane vetu de la  peau 

du l io n ," is  contiguous to those already presented  by Fable 1 ("Le 

bucheron e t M ercure") and Fable 11 ("La Fortune e t le jeune enfant") and 

com pletes the design  of Book V. Fable 21 is  a fourteen-line  p rec is of 

La F on ta ine 's  m ost mordant c ritic ism s, infin itely  expanded by the moral 

im plications of the word "apologue" in line 12. The donkey 's m isrepre­

sen tation  exem plifies the bad faith  by which human nature is  so e a s ily  

gulled ,

De la  peau du lion l'Sne s '£ ta n t vetu
E ta it c ra in t partout a  la  ronde;
Et b ien  qu 'an im al sans vertu,
Il f a is a i t  trem bler tout le monde.

(21: 11. 1-4)

and h is dow nfall, the re le n tle ss  machinery of the human condition:
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Un p e tit bout d 'o re ille  6chapp§ par malheur 
D6couvrit la  fourbe e t l 'e rreu r.
M artin f it a lors son office .

(21: 11. 5-7)

Fable 21 brings to a defin itive c lose  the le a s t  sanguine book yet pre­

sen ted  by La F on ta ine , a discouraging view of an ex is tence  fraught with 

m isery , wherein the overwhelming force of rea lity  reduces the infinite 

p o ss ib ilitie s  of reason and strength  of w ill to the minimal stature of in ­

effective  id e a ls .
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When La Fontaine c lo sed  the premier recu e il of the Fables 

with Book VI, he envisioned  i t  as h is la s t  book of fab les:

Bornons ic i  ce tte  carriere .
Les longs ouvrages ms font peur.
Loin d 'S puiser une m atiere,
On n 'en  doit prendre que la  fleur.

(Epilogue: 11. 1-4)

This "final" book, destined  to  be the sum of Books I through V, is  indeed 

the defin itive work of the volume, a  carefully  charted  m aster-p lan  for 

su rv ival.

The opening lin e s  of Book VI frame another se ries  of La 

F on ta ine 's  thoughts about h is p rac tice  of a rt, sim ilar to the theories of 

technique th a t introduce Books II and V, y e t imbued w ith a  noticeable 

urgency of purpose not previously  found:

Les fab les ne sont p as  ce q u 'e lle s  sem blent e t r e . . .
En ces  so rtes de fe in te  il fau t instruire e t p la ire ,
Et conter pour conter me sem ble peu d 'a ffa ire .

(1: 11. 1; 5-6)

The serious and delibera te  tone apparent in th is preface is  co n sis ten tly  

extended to  include every a sp ec t of the book. A moderate to ta l of 586 

lines (third longest of six) is  apportioned among tw enty-one fab les of 

which n ineteen contain  40 or fewer lines (ten of th e se , few er than 30), 

and none as many as 50 lin e s . The fab les them selves, unextravagantly  

arranged in three groups of seven , form a progression  of w ell-m odulated 

tab leau x . The lafontain ian  vision of the v io lence , in ju s tic e , cruelty
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and despair ch arac te ris tic  of the human condition appears here , but only 

at the perim eter and only as a fac to r in the developm ent of the individu­

a l 's  ab ility  to survive.

All three groups of f a b l e s  Fables 1 -7 , Fables 8-14 and

Fables 1 5 -2 1  are re la ted  by vertica l (intra-group) and horizontal

(inter-group) correspondences. The 217 lines of Fables 1-7 and the 174 

lin es of Fables 8-14 form "im perfect" th irds of the 586-line to ta l but 

combine into a "perfect" tw o-thirds of 391 lin e s . Together they prepare 

us for the culm inating lesso n  of Book VI, and of the premier recue il, 

transm itted  by Fables 15-21, whose 195-line structure is the "perfect" 

th ird  needed to complete the book. (Diagram 6.)

With Book VI, La Fontaine mounts an a ttack  on that most in­

sid ious human w eakness f irs t revealed  in Book I  the inability  to per­

ceive a d istinc tion  betw een image and rea lity . This vulnerability  to the 

tem ptations of se lf-d ecep tio n , w hich can lead the unsuspecting  individu­

al into fa ta l physical and sp iritua l " traps" , is  exam ined by each of the 

three groups of fab le s .

Fables 1-7 p resen t ab strac t m anifesta tions of d iam etrical 

oppositions of image and rea lity . In Fable 1, "Le patre e t le lio n ,"

Fable 2, "Le lion e t le c h asseu r,"  and Fable 3, "Ph6bus e t Bpree," the 

fa lse  se lf-im ages are physical in nature and involve d isto rted  percep­

tions of individual potency. The 19-line body of Fable 1 (lines 22-40) 

re flec ts  a constan t in terp lay  of image and rea lity , wherein the lite ra l 

trap (the word "lacs" appears three tim es in these  19 lin e s , in lines 25,
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28 and 36) is  inex tricab ly  linked to the figurative one , which is  the d is ­

proportion betw een the shepherd 's  idea  of the th ie f 's  identity:

Un patre a ses  brebis trouvant quelque m6compte,
Voulut a toute force attraper le  larron.
II s 'e n  va pres d 'un  an tre , e t tend a l'env iron
D es lacs  a prendre loups, soupgonnant cette  engeance.

(1: 11. 22-25)
%

and the embodiment of the  animal: "A ces m ots, sort de 1'antre un lion

grand e t fort" (1. 32).

A sim ilar device is  used in Fable 2, so c lo se ly  re la ted  to

Fable 1 th a t it  follow s im m ediately w ith no break , con tains the same 19

lines and dep ic ts  alm ost the same pro tagonists in an inverse s itua tion .

W hereas the se lf-d ecep tio n  of the shepherd of Fable 1 cau ses  him to

underestim ate the nature of h is adversary, tha t of the hunter of Fable 2

(called  "chasseu r"  in the title  only and otherw ise referred to as a

"fanfaron") c au ses  him to overestim ate the e ffec tiveness  of his own

braggadocio:

Un fanfaron am ateur de la  c h a sse ,
V e n a n t  d e  p e rd re  un  c h i e n  d e  b o n n e  r a c e ,
Q u 'il soupgonnait dans le corps d 'un  lion ,
Vit un berger. "Enseigne-m oi, de grace,
De mon voleur, lui d i t - i l ,  la maison;
Que de ce pas je  me fa s se  r a is o n . . . "
D a n s  le  m o m en t q u ' i l s  t e n a i e n t  c e s  p r o p o s ,
Le lion so rt, e t v ient d 'un  pas ag ile .
Le fanfaron a u ss ito t d 'e s q u iv e r .. .

(2: 11. 1-6; 11-13)

In Fable 3 ("Ph6bus e t BorSe), Bor£e is  d efea ted  by a com­

bination of the se lf-d ecep tio n s  seen in Fables 1 and 2, as he fa lls  v ic­

tim to h is mis judgm ent of both h is own power:
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Que je saurai souffler de sorte 
Q u 'il n 'e s t  bouton qui tienne: il faudra, s i je veux,

Que le m anteau s 'e n  a ille  au d ia b le . . .
. . . le vent perdit son temps:

Plus i l  se  tourm entait, p lus I 1 autre ten a it ferme.
(3: 11. 13-15; 30-31)

and tha t of Phebus, in th is  c a s e , h is "adversary":

Le so le il d iss ip e  la  nue,
Recree, e t puis penetre enfin le cava lie r,

Sous son balandras fa it q u 'il sue ,
Le con tra in t de s 'e n  ddpouiller.

Encor n 'u s a - t - i l  pas de toute sa  p u issance .
(3: 11. 35-39)

Fable 4, "Jupiter e t le m etayer," is  the firs t of a unique 

tr io , including Fable 11, "L 'ane e t se s  m aitre s ,"  and Fable 18, "Le 

chartier em bourb6," the only fab les of Book VI whose s itu a tio n s involve 

the active partic ipa tion  of both gods and m orta ls . O therw ise d is tin ­

guished from the re s t  by th e ir  alm ost id en tica l lengths of 31, 30 and 33 

lin e s , their key positions as fourth or cen tral fable in each  group and 

the apocalyptic  sign ificance  of the scenes betw een their p ro tag o n ists , 

Fables 4, 11 and 18 are an in teg ral and abso lu te ly  e s se n tia l  part of the 

structure and developm ent of Book VI. The discovery of the role a s ­

signed to the fourth position  in th is  book of the Fables leads to an im­

m ediate a sso c ia tio n  w ith the schem a of the c la s s ic a l French th ea tre , in 

which the fourth a c t, and frequently  the fourth scene of the fourth a c t, 

are generally  the m ost im portant.

Fable 4 is  of paramount im portance as w ell w ithin the group 

of Fables 1 -7 . It is  the lia iso n  betw een the physical illu s io n s  of 

Fables 1, 2 and 3 and the  sp iritu a l deceptions of Fables 5 , 6 and 7.
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The roots of Fable 4 can be found in Fable 1 ("Que l'homme ne sa it  

guere h e las! ce q u 'il  dem ande!" -  1. 34) and in Fable 3 ("Plus fait 

douceur que violence" -  1. 40). Its  le s so n , summarized in the closing 

lines:

II con fesse  son im prudence.
Jupiter en usa  comme un maitre fort doux.

Concluons que la  Providence
Sait ce q u 'il  nous faut mieux que nous.

(4: 11. 28-31)

is  reflected  by the other fab les of th is  group, where hasty  reliance on 

m isleading appearances can prove c o stly .

Again by opposing image and re a lity , La Fontaine u ses  the mouse 

of Fable 5, "Le cochet, le ch a t e t le so u r ic e a u ," the anim als of Fable 

6, "Le renard, le s inge , e t les  anim aux," and the mule of Fable 7, "Le 

mulet se vantant de sa  g^nea log ie ,"  to illu s tra te  a le sso n  on the ease  

w ith which intangible or sp iritu a l v irtues:

Sans lui j 'a u ra is  fa it connaissance  
Avec ce t anim al qui m 'a sembl6 s i doux.

(5: 11. 23-24)

Aux animaux c e la  sem bla s i  beau 
Q u 'il fut 61u: chacun lui fit hommage.

(6: 11. 15-16)

Le mulet d 'un  pr61at se  p iquait de n o b lesse ,
Et ne p a rla it incessam m ent 
Que de sa  mere la jum ent,
Dont i l  co n ta it mainte p rouesse .

(7: 11. 1-4)

can mask an unp leasan t rea lity :

-M on f i ls ,  d it la  so u ris , ce doucet e s t  un ch a t,
Qui sous son minois hypocrite
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Contre toute ta  parent^
D 'un malin vouloir e s t  port6.

(5: 11. 33-36)

Le nouveau roi ba ilie  apres la  finance ,
Lui-meme y court pour n 'e tre  pas trompe.
C '§ ta it un piege: il y fut a ttrape .
Le renard d it au nom de 1'a ss is ta n c e :
"P re tendra is-tu  nous gouverner encor,
Ne sachan t pas te  conduire to i-m em e?"

(6: 11. 24-29)

Etant devenu vieux, on le mit au moulin.
Son pere l 'a n e  a lors lui rev in t en  m§moire.

(7: 11. 9-10)

Fables 8 -14 , whose arrangem ent p a ra lle ls  that of Fables 

1 -7 , add d e ta il to La Fon ta ine 's depiction of the conflict betw een image 

and rea lity . This second group of fab les exposes the dangers incurred 

by an irrational be lief in a b so lu te s , untem pered by the res tra in ts  of per­

sp e c tiv e . Following the pattern of orien tation  e s tab lish ed  in Group 1, 

Fab les 8, 9 and 10 reveal the fa llib ility  of certain  physica l illu s io n s , 

w hile Fables 12, 13 and 14 illu stra te  the deceptive nature of trad itional 

sp iritua l "v irtu e s" .

The rea l foes tha t th rea ten  the  donkey of Fable 8 , "Le 

v ie illa rd  e t  l 'a n e ,"  and the stag  of Fable 9 , "Le cerf se voyant dans 

I 'e a u " :

L'ennemi vient sur l 'e n tre fa ite .
(8 : 1. 8)

Un lim ier le fa it partir.
(9: 1. 12)

are of far le s s  sign ificance  than the illusionary  "en em ies" , which take 

the exaggerated  and pernicious forms of subm issiveness in the donkey:
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Me fe ra -t-o n  porter double b a t, double charge?
-Non p a s , d it le v ie illa rd , qui prit d 'abord le large.
-E t que m'importe done, d it l 'a n e , a qui je so is?

(8: 11. 11-13)
and n a rc issism  in the stag:

Dans le c r is ta l  d 'une  fontaine 
Un cerf se mirant autrefois 
Lou a it la  beaute de son bois 
Et ne pouvait qu 'avecque peine 
Souffrir se s  jam bes de fuseaux. . .

(9: 11. 1-5)

and are more responsib le  for th e ir entrapm ent than e ither the "ennemi"

of Fable 8 or the "limier" of Fable 9.

The hare of Fable 10, "Le lievre e t la  to rtu e ,"  suffers from

fa ls e  values sim ilar to those of the donkey in Fable 8 and the stag  in

Fable 9. H is flippant reaction  to the to r to ise 's  serious proposal:

. . .  -S ito t?  E tes-vous sage ?
Repartit l 'an im al 16ger.
Ma commere, i l  vous faut purger 
Avec quatre grains d 'e ll ib o re .

(10: 11.4-7)

in d ica tes  a narrow-minded lack  of im agination equal to tha t of the don­

key:

Notre ennem i, e 'e s t  notre maftre:
Je vous le d is en bon fran g o is .

(8: 11. 15-16)

Like the s ta g , he repudiates valuable superiority in favor of w orth less

fan ta s ie s  of personal "honneur":

Lui cependant m ^prise une te lle  v icto ire ,
Tient la gageure a peu de gloire,
Croit q u 'il y va de son honneur 

De partir tard , Il broute, i l  se repose,
II s 'am use a tout autre chose 

Q u 'a  la g a g e u re .. .
(10: 11. 23-28)
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"Q uelle proportion de mes p ieds a ma te te !
D is a i t- i l  en voyant leur ombre avec douleur:
D es ta i l l l s  les p lus hauts mon front a tte in t le  fa ite ;

M es p ieds ne me font point d 'h o n n e u r ."
(9: 11. 7-10)

And like the s ta g , he becom es the victim  of h is  conceit:

II pa rtit comme un tra it; mais le s  61ans q u 'i l  fit 
Furent v a in s . . .

. (10: 11. 30-31)

II tache a se  garantir;
D a n s  l e s  f o r e t s  i l  s 'e m p o r t e .

Son b o is , dommageable ornem ent,
L 'arre tan t a chaque moment,
Nuit a  1'office que lui rendent
Ses p ie d s , de qui se s  jours dependent.

(9: 11. 13-18)

The serious dangers in  store for the  ind iv idual who re lie s  too 

h eav ily  on a  fa lse  se lf-im age (Fables 8, 9 and 10) or who foo lish ly  ac ts  

w ith  ind iscrim inate  virtue (Fables 12, 13 and 14) are re flec ted  by Fable 

11, "L 'ane e t s e s  m a ltre s ,"  in which the m ost b la tan t e x c e sse s  of a ll 

frame an e ffec tive  argument in favor of m oderation. The lim ited  im agina­

tio n  and im perious se lf ish n ess  of the donkey of Fable 11 can be traced  

back  to Fable 8 ("Notre ennem i, c 'e s t  notre m aitre" -  1. 15) and Fable 9:

I l se  d id it  a lo rs , e t maudit le s  p resen ts
Que le  C ie l lu i fa it tous le s  a n s .

(9: 11. 19-20)

The fab le  i ts e lf  marks the tran s itio n  from a focus on p h y sica l to one on

sp iritu a l se lf-d e ce p tio n , as  seen  in the donkey 's in ab ility  to  perceive

th e  re la tiv ity  of h is  condition:

Autre p la in te . "Quoi done! d it le  Sort en c o le re ,
Ce b au d e t-c i m 'occupe autant 
Que cen t m onarques pourraient fa ire .
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C ro it- il e tre  le seu l que ne so it pas con ten t?
N 'a i- je  en 1'e sp rit que son a ffa ire?"

(11: 11. 20-24)

and Jup iter's  thank less  and overindulgent sympathy:

Nous fatiguons le C iel a force de p la c e ts .
Q u 'a  chacun Jupiter accorde sa  requete ,

No us lui romprons encor la te te .
(11: 11. 28-30)

The la s t  three fab les in th is group, Fable 12, "Le so le il e t 

les g ren o u ille s ," Fable 13, "Le v illageo is e t le se rp en t,"  and Fable 14, 

"Le lion malade e t le renard ,"  illu s tra te  the ea se  with which even such 

trad itiona lly  recognized virtues as fa ith , charity  and com passion, if 

allowed to go unchecked by reason , fo ste r a condition of sp iritua l blind­

n ess  tha t can e a s ily  prove fa ta l. The c itizen ry  of Fable 12, the peasan t 

of Fable 13 and the anim als of Fable 14, victim s of their own good in ten ­

tio n s , are a ca se  in point ag a in st the failure to  sub jec t a ll actions to the 

scrutiny of reason:

Aux noces d 'un tyran tout le peuple en l ie s se  
Noyait son souci dans les po ts.>

Esope seu l trouvait que les  gens 6 ta ien t so ts 
Da tim oigner tan t d 'a ll6 g re sse .

(12: 11. 1-4)
*
Esope conte qu 'un manant 
C haritable autant que peu s a g e . . .

Apergut un serpent sur la  neige S tendu. . .
Le v illageo is le prend, l'em porte en sa  demeure. . .

II e s t  bon d 'e tre  charitab le;
M ais envers qu i, c 'e s t  la  le point.

(13: 11. 1-2; 5; 8; 25-26)

De chaque esp ece  on lui depute .
Les renards gardant la  m aison,
Un d 'eux  en  dit c e tte  raison:
"Les pas em preints sur la  poussiere
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Par ceux qui s 'e n  vont faire au malade leur cour,
Tous, san s exception , regardent sa  tan iere;

Pas un ne marque de re tour.
C ela nous met en m §fiance.

(14: 11. 12-19)

As we have seen , Fables 1-7 and Fables 8-14 are pa ra lle l i l ­

lu stra tions of the w ays by which fa ilu res of perception and reason  d isto rt 

the ind iv idua l's  judgment and lead him into physical and sp iritu a l "traps" 

tha t th reaten  h is  surv ival. Fables 15-21, whose v ertica l structure re ­

f le c ts  those  of the  f irs t two groups, m aintain the continuity  e s tab lish ed  in 

the f irs t tw o-th irds of Book VI and provide the framework for La Fon ta ine 's 

concluding lesso n  on surv ival.

The vulture of Fable 15, "L 'o ise leu r, l 'au to u r, e t l 'a lo u e tte ,"  

the horse of Fable 16, "Le cheval e t  l 'a n e ,"  and the dog of Fable 17, "Le 

chien qui lciche sa  proie pour 1'om bre," like their counterparts in Fables 

1, 2 and 3 and Fables 8 , 9 and 10, fa ll headlong into traps cam ouflaged 

by the e lusive  in terp lay  of image and rea lity . The p resence in each  fable 

of the axiom atic s ta tem en ts, which serve as morals:

Telle e s t  la  lo i de 1'uni vers:
Si tu veux qu 'on t '6 p a rq n e , Spargne a u ss i le s  a u tre s .

(15: 11. 3-4)

En ce monde il  se  faut l 'un  1'autre secourir.
(16: 1. 1)

C h a c u n  s e  tro m p e  i c i - b a s .
On voit courir apres 1'ombre
Tant de fous, qu 'on n 'en  sa it  pas
La plupart du temps le nombre.

(17: 11. 1-4)
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lends to each  a tone of c ruc ia l importance and in v es ts  the misjudgments 

of its  pro tagonists with a un iversal sign ificance  th a t we cannot fa il to 

n o tic e .

The inexorable transform ation of the vulture in Fable 15 from

ru th le ss  hunter to  h e lp less  prey:

Pendant q u 'a  la  plumer l'au tou r e s t  occup6,
Lui-meme sous les re ts  demeure envelopp6.
"O ise leu r, la isse -m o i, d i t- i l  en son langage;

Je ne t 'a i  jam ais fa it de m al."
L 'o iseleu r repartit: "Ce p e tit anim al

T 'en a v a it- i l  fa it davan tage?"
(15: 11. 13-18)

and th a t of the horse in Fable 16 from haughty a ris to c ra t to  humble com­

moner:

Le chevel re fu sa , f it une p6tarade:
T a n t  q u ' i l  v i t  s o u s  le  f a ix  m ourir  s o n  c a m a r a d e ,

E t r e c o n n u t  q u ' i l  a v a i t  t o r t .
Du baudet, en ce tte  aven ture,
On lu i fit porter la  vo itu re ,
Et la  peau p a r-d e ssu s  encor.

(16: 11. 11-16)

assum e the proportions of an e te rnal cy c le , which dom inates the human

condition, fusing irreconcilab le  images of "oppressor" and ' oppressed"

into the rea lity  of the un iversa l victim:

Ce chien voyant sa  proie en l 'e a u  rep r§sen t6e,
La q u itta  pour l'im age , e t pensa  se  noyer.
La r i v i e r e  d e v i n t  t o u t  d 'u n  c o u p  a g i t 6 e .

A toute peine il  regagna les bords,
Et n 'eu t ni 1'ombre ni le co rps.

(1 7 :1 1 .6 -1 0 )

Fable 18, "Le chartie r em bourb§," is  the third and final con­

frontation betw een mortal and god and w ith i ts  co u n te rp arts , Fable 4
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("Jupiter e t le m etayer") and Fable 11 ("L'ane e t se s  m aitres"), illu s tra te s  

the evolution of La F on ta ine 's  card inal rule for su rv iva l. The extremes 

represen ted  by the farmer of Fable 4 and h is fa lse  illu sions of to ta l se lf-  

sufficiency:

. . .  notre horn me 
Tranche du roi des a ir s , p leu t, ven te , e t fa it en somme 
Un clim at pour lu i seul: se s  plus proches voisins 
Ne s 'e n  sen ta ien t non plus que les  Am§ricains.
Ce fut leur avantage; ils  eurent bonne annSe,

Pleine m oisson, pleine vin§e.
M onsieur le receveur fut tres  mal partag6.

(4: 11. 15-21)

and the  donkey of Fable 11, w ith equally  fa lse  illu sio n s of to ta l depend­

ency:

L 'ane d 'un  jard in ier se  p la ignait au D estin 
De ce qu 'on le fa is a i t  lever devant l'au ro re . . .
Notre condition jam ais ne nous contente;

La pire e s t  toujours la  p r§sen te .
Nous fatiguons le C iel a force de p la c e ts .

(11: 11. 1-2; 26-28)

are funneled into the moderation and balance of forces rep resen ted  in

Fable 18. Perhaps the most sign ifican t of Book VI, Fable 18 ce leb ra tes

the in d iv id u a l's  ab ility  to  r ise  above the physical and sp iritua l w eakness

th a t su b jec t him to  every whim of fate:

Le Pha§ton d 'une voiture a foin 
Vit son char embourbS. Le pauvre homme 6 ta it loin 
De tout humain s e c o u r s . . .
"H ercu le, lu i d i t - i l ,  a id e -m o i.. .  "

"H ercule veut qu 'on se rem ue,
Puis il  aide le s  g e n s . . .

A ide-to i, le C iel t 'a id e ra ."
(18: 11. 1-3; 16; 21-22; 33)
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as it reconciles the inev itab ility  of the inhuman and uncompromising

law s of ex is tence  (Fables 15, 16 and 17) with the indom itability  of the

ind iv idua l's  w ill to  survive (Fables 19, 20 and 21).

In keeping w ith his own an a ly sis  of human nature:

Une morale nue apporte de 1'ennui;
Le conte fa it  p a sse r  le pr6cepte avec lu i.

(1: 11. 3-4)

La Fontaine chooses the "conte" as vehicle for the p resen ta tion  of the 

most v ita l and most meaningful le sso n  of Book VI. The lighthearted 

sty le  of Fable 19, "Le ch a rla tan ,"  Fable 20, " La d isc o rd e ,"  and Fable 

21, "La jeune veuve,"  is  thus an ind ication  of the abso lu te  se riousness 

and ca lcu la ted  d isc ip lin e  of the p o e t-teach e r.

Together, th ese  la s t  three fab les define a philosophy of sur­

v ival, based  on the exerc ise  of moderation and a  love of life  great 

enough to ju stify  the  acceptance of se lf-im posed  lim ita tions and com­

prom ises. Only by ded icated  and consuming in te lle c tu a l effort can the 

individual hope to free him self from the delusions of an unpredictable 

future:

. . .  C 'e s t  folie 
De compter sur dix ans de v ie .
Soyez bien buvan ts, bien mangeants:

Nous devons a la  mort de tro is l 'u n  en dix an s .
(19: 11. 37-40)

and the im portunities of uncertain  re la tionsh ips:

II fa lla it  done q u 'e lle  [la Discorde] eu t un sejour a ffec ts ,
Un s§jour d 'ou l 'o n  put en tou tes les  fam ilies 

L 'envoyer a jour arret§ .
Comme il  n '6 ta it  alors aucun couvent de f i l le s ,
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On y trouva d ifficu lt^ .
L 'auberge enfin de l'Hym6n6e 
Lui fu t pour m aison a ss ig n e e .

(20: 11. 24-30)

inim ical to h is e x is te n c e .

Beneath the good-hum ored chiding in Fable 21 ("La jeune

veuve"):

Le pere ne cra in t p lus ce d§funt tan t ch6ri;
M ais, comme il  ne p a rla it de rien  a notre belle:

"Ou done e s t  le  jeune mari
Que vous m 'avez prom is?" d it-e lle .

(21: 11. 45-48)

lie s  a firm be lief in the in d iv id u a l's  in stinc tive  search for the life -

preserving forces of balance and perspective:

Sur le s  a ile s  du Temps la  tr is te s s e  s 'envo le;
Le Temps ramene le s  p l a i s i r s . . .
On d it qu 'on  e s t  inconsolable;
On le d i t ,  mais il n 'en  e s t  rien .
Comme on verra par ce tte  fa b le ,
Ou p lu to t par la  v6rit6.

(21: 11. 3-4; 12-15)

As if by poetic con juration , these  words of adv ice , "P u isqu 'il e s t  des

v iv an ts , ne songez plus aux morts" (21: 1. 26), transcend the  p rac tica l

le sso n  of Fable 21 and unite  w ith those  of the reed of Book I (Fable 22,

"Le chene e t le roseau") into La F on ta ine 's  pragm atic credo of survival:

"Je p lie , e t ne romps pas" (1. 21).



BOOK VII

83

La Fon ta ine 's dedication of the deuxieme recueil of fab les 

(1678), "A madame de M ontespan," rev ea ls  a v ision  which far su rp asses 

tha t exp ressed  ten years earlier in h is  dedication  of the premier re c u e il/ 

"A M onseigneur le Dauphin." For the perspective  of the poet of 1668, 

who ad d resses h im self to  the education of a young price:

. . .  des v6rit§s qui servent de legons.
Tout parle en raon ouvrage, e t meme le s  p o isso n s .
Ce q u 'i ls  d isen t s 'a d re sse  a tous tan t que nous sommes.
Je me sers d 'anim aux pour instru ire  le s  hommes.

("A M onseigneur le Dauphin": 11. 3-6)

has now expanded beyond the simple p recep ts of the m oralist and into 

the realm  of the philosopher: "L1apologue e s t  un don qui v ien t des im- 

m ortels" ("A madame de M ontespan": 1. 1). The word "apologue" 

("l'expos6  d 'une vdrit6 morale sous une forme all6gorique" -  P etit Littrd) 

s ig n a ls  a m odification of the original in tention  of the fable and the  c rea­

tio n , w ithin the same literary  form, of a work that undertakes more than

the in struction  of men, to appeal to the ultim ate ab strac tion  of m a n ----

the soul:

C 'e s t  proprement un charme: i l  rend l'am e a tten tiv e ,
Ou plutot il  la  tien t c a p tiv e ,
Nous a ttachan t a des r6c its

Qui menent a  son gr6 le s  coeurs e t le s  e s p r i ts .
("A madame de M ontespan": 11. 7-10)

Thus, La F on ta ine 's  role as in stru c to r, like h is a rt, has 

undergone a profound and subtle  transform ation, endowing h is poetry
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w ith a m agical tran s lu cen cy , d e lica te  enough to  permit the reader a 

glim pse of the "essen ce"  of man and of the tru th .

The extraordinary symmetry of Book VII is revealed  the mo­

ment its  eighteen* fab les are separa ted  into three groups of s ix . Fables 

1-6 contain 286 lin es; Fables 7 -12 , 281 lines; and Fables 13-18, 284 

lin e s . M oreover, c o n sis ten t s im ila rities in the in ternal developm ent of 

the fab les in each group lead  to the discovery of an alm ost im perceptible 

progression from one third to the nex t and culm inate in the exposition  of 

a v6rite morale at the end of the book. (Diagram 7.)

Fables 1-6 dep ic t fam iliar so c ia l situations tha t p ro ject 

La F on ta ine 's  understanding of the nature of man and so c ie ty . In Fable 

1, "Les animaux m alades de la  p e s te ,"  a pervasive so c ia l malady in d is­

crim inately a ttacks a ris to c ra t and commoner a lik e , destroying a ll sem ­

blance of so c ia l order. D espite the unique situation  engendered by th is  

c r i s i s , the b asic  charac ters of the pro tagonists remain in fle x ib le , allow ­

ing the in transigen t p rocess of " ju stice"  to victim ize the w eakest (and 

the le a s t  guilty):

Ainsi d it le renard , e t fla tteu rs d 'app laud ir.
On n 'o sa  trop approfondir

Du tig re , ni de l 'o u rs , ni des au tres p u issa n c es ,
Les moins pardonnables o f fe n s e s .. .

L 'ane vint a son to u r . . .

*Here I have follow ed the editors of the Pl6iade ed ition  as 
w ell as C .A . W alckenaer, who have accorded separate  numbers (4 and 5) 
to  the two fab les ("Le h§ron" and "La fille") which appeared together in 
1678 as Fable 4.
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Sa peccad ille  fut ju g ie  un cas pendable.
M anger l'h erbe  d 'au tru i! quel crime abom inable!

(1: 11. 43-46; 49; 59-60)

M an 's equal partic ipa tion  in th is  socie ty  of anim als is  em­

phasized  by the unexpected introduction of the word "vous" at the end of 

the  fable:

Selon que vous serez p u issan t  ou m iserable,
Les jugem ents de cour vous rendront b lanc ou noir.

(1: 11. 63-64)

W ith the sudden appearance of the rigid com parisons in these  concluding 

lin e s  ("pu issan t ou m iserab le" , "blanc ou no ir"), the allegory i ts e lf  a s ­

sum es the narrow dim ensions of the " ju stice"  inherent in the human con­

d ition  .

M arriage, or dom estic life , seen  in Fable 2, "Le mal mari6,"

is  a so c ia l situa tion  as in transigen t as court life , and its  " ju stice"  is

charac terized  by the same m eanness and in flex ib ility  as th a t in soc ie ty .

The firs t proposition of Fable 2:

Que le bon so it toujours cam arade du beau ,
Des demain je chercherai femme.

(2 : 11. 1- 2)

is  a s unlikely  as the f irs t  propoposition of the lion in  Fable 1:

Que le plus coupable de nous 
Se sacrifie  aux tra its  du c e le s te  courroux.

(1: 11. 18-19)

and he who blindly tru sts  e ither one is  bound to regret i t ,  as do the

sacrificed  donkey and the henpecked husband:

J 'a i vu beaucoup d 'hym ens, aucuns d 'eux  ne me ten ten t; 
Cependant des humains presque les  quatre parts
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S 'exposen t hardim ent au plus grand des hasards;
Les quatre parts a u s s i  des humains se repen ten t.

(2: 11. 7-10)

A fa in t echo of the la s t  line of Fable 1 ("Les jugem ents de cour vous 

rendront b lanc ou n o ir." ) is  sounded in Fable 2 and reinforces the sim i­

la rity  of the two situa tions:

Rien ne la  co n ten ta it, rien n '£ ta it  comme il  faut:
On se lev a it trop ta rd , on se couchait trop tot;
Puis du b lanc , puis du noir, pu is encore autre chose .

(2: 11. 15-17)

Fable 3, "Le ra t qui s 'e s t  re tire  du m onde," exam ines a third

type  of so c ia l a f f l ic t io n  relig ious hypocrisy . Once again , we see

the same elem ents as we have seen  in  the  two preceding fa b le s . The 

" ju s tice"  of god, exac tly  like tha t of men, perverse ly  favors the unde­

serving:

Il devint gros e t gras; Dieu prodigue se s  biens 
A ceux qui font voeu d 'e tre  s ie n s .

(3: 11. 11-12)

The se lfish  nature of th e  r a t ,  h is  adamant re fu sa l to sym pathize with

th o se  le s s  fortunate than  h e , p lac e s  him squarely  in the ranks of those

who k illed  the donkey; h is  "religion" cannot ju stify  h is conduct. The

r a t 's  hypocrisy is  sub tly  linked to  th a t of the anim als in Fable 1 by a

scarce ly  percep tib le  tone of smug com placency:

Tous le s  gens q u e re lleu rs , ju sq u 'au x  sim ples m atins,
Au dire de chacun e ta ie n t de p e tits  s a in ts ,

(1: 11. 47-48)

Ayant parl6 de ce tte  s o r te ,
Le nouveau sa in t ferma sa  porte .

(3: 11. 30-31)
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In each c a s e , the ad jective which m odifies the word "sain t" c a s ts  asper­

sions on its  va lid ity , thereby illu stra ting  a ta c it  le sso n  that needs no 

further e laboration .

The em phasis on so c ia l in transigence in the firs t three fab les 

moves to personal in transigence in the next two. Fable 4 , "Le heron," 

and Fable 5, "La f i l le ,"  are variations of the same theme; the moral of 

the firs t app lies to both. The p ro tagon ists , trapped by the caprices of 

Fortune w illfu lly  ignored, are forced to pay for the ir uncompromising af­

fec ta tions by lo ss  of their d ignity . The personal d is tre s s  communicated 

by th ese  fab les e lic its  a personal response from La Fontaine. Although 

he him self rem ains out of the p ic tu re , the tone of the moral is  no ticeably  

softened and persuasive:

Ne soyons pas s i  d iffic iles:
Les plus accom odants, ce sont le s  plus hab iles;
On hasarde de perdre en voulant trop gagner.

G ardez-vous de rien  dSdaigner,
Surtout quand vous avez a peu pres votre com pte.
Bien des gens y sont p r i s . . .

(4: 11. 27-32)

The p o e t's  genuine sympathy for the p lights of these  two in ­

div iduals stem s from the fac t th a t their actions harm no one but them ­

se lv es (unlike those  of the anim als in the lio n 's  court, of the wife and of 

the ra t) . His com passionate descrip tion  of the decline from girlhood into 

spinsterhood in Fable 5 sim ultaneously  focuses the general moral of 

Fable 4 on a poignant and personal ex p erien ce , made even more effective 

by h is p resence and firsthand  account:
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. . . .C e n 'e s t  pas aux herons 
Que je parle; 6cou tez , hum ains, un autre conte:
Vous verrez que chez vous j 'a i  puis§  ces  le g o n s .. .
L’age la  f it d§choir; adieu tous le s  am ants.
Un an se  p a s se , e t deux, avec inquietude.
Le chagrin v ien t ensuite: e lle  sen t chaque jour 
D§loger quelques r i s ,  quelques jeux , puis l'amour;

Puis se s  tra its  choquer e t deplaire;
Puis cen t so rtes de fa rd s . Ses so ins ne parent faire 
Q u 'e lle  Schappat au te m p s .. .

(5: 11. 32-34; 61-67)

This f irs t s tep  in  the developm ent of Book VII concludes w ith 

Fable 6, "Les so u h a its ,"  which allow s us a momentary glim pse a t a frag­

ment of the "un iversa l tru th " . Fable 6 is  d istingu ished  from the others in

its  group (Fables 1 -6 ), because  it is  the only one whose action unfolds 

in two d ifferent w orlds. In fa c t, the se tting  lends a measure of impor­

tance to the fab le . For the firs t tim e, we are out of our e lem ent, re ­

moved from the fam iliar, s itu a ted  "au M ogol". La Fontaine draws on the 

m ysteries of India to  create  the marvelous aura, which envelops th is 

part-bourgeois pa rt-fa iry  ta le ,  and to frame a lesson  a t once beyond the 

domain of man and y e t pertinen t to m an's situation .

The story of a bourgeois co u p le , living in a fabled  land and 

served by a friendly sp irit ("le fo lle t" ) , rep resen ts a m ystical conjunc­

tion of the  ordinary and the extraordinary , leading to a moral of unex­

pected , and d e c e p tiv e , sim plicity:

. .  .Voila le s  pauvres gens 
M alheureux par trop de fo r tu n e .. .
Us dem anderent la  sag  e sse :

C 'e s t  un tr6sor qui n 'em barrasse  point.
(6: 11. 44-45; 61-62)
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Thus it is  through wisdom and the repudiation of m aterial p o sse ss io n s , 

including the very desire  to p o sse s s , th a t one may achieve the  degree 

of physica l liberation  required for a fu ll understanding of life  and the 

supreme "tru th".

Once e s ta b lish e d , the theme of physica l liberation  from 

p o sse ss io n s  and worldly ambition continues into the second group of 

fab les (Fables 7 -12). Fable 7, "La cour du lio n ,"  returns us to life at 

court. W hereas in Fable 1 ("Les animaux m alades de la  p e s te " ) , court 

w as held  in the open a ir of the fo res t, the action of Fable 7 tak es place 

in the confines of the lio n 's  pa lace .

The basic  prem ise of Fable 7 is  d ifferent from that of Fable 

1, for here , the goal is  to survive a t court, although irrevocably  trapped 

there . The le sso n  of Fable 1 is  illu s tra ted  by death; th a t of Fable 7, by 

evasion . In p lace o f an evaluation of the  physica l a sp ec t of life  at 

court ("Selon que vous serez  pu issan t ou m ise ra b le .. . "  -  1 :1 . 63), La 

Fontaine offers an ab strac t moral le s so n , which proposes an in te llec tu a l 

so lu tion  to a  p h y sica l problem:

Ne soyez a la  cour, s i  vous voulez y p la ire ,
Ni fade adulateur, n i parleur trop sincere;
Et tachez  quelquefois de r^pondre en Normand.

(7: 11. 34-36)

The con trast betw een the se tting  of th is  fable  and its  moral is  another 

way of illu stra ting  La Fontaine 's contention  tha t physical constra in t

should  n o t  m ust n o t  block in te lle c tu a l reso u rce fu ln ess , and the

transition  from the f irs t  part to the second is  now com plete.
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Fable 8, "Les vautours e t le s  p ig eo n s ,"  the second in th is 

group, trea ts  war, one more seem ingly incurable so c ia l i l l .  Following 

the model e s tab lish ed  in Fable 7, La Fontaine proposes a middle course, 

which does not erad ica te  the problem but a ssu res  survival through in ­

te llec tu a l acu ity . The natural penchant for war tha t leads to violence 

and carnage:

Pour un chien mort se f i t ,  d it-o n , la  guerre.
II plut du sang; je  n 'exagere  point.
Si je  voulais conter de point en point 
Tout le d e ta il, je  m anquerais d 'h a le in e .
M aint chef pdrit, maint hdros e x p ira . . .
C 'e ta it  p iti§  de voir tomber les  m orts.

(8: 11. 10-14; 18)

turns w ith renewed force upon those who are imprudent enough to tamper 

with it:

La gent maudite a u ss ito t poursuivit 
Tous les p igeons, en fit ample carnage,
En d6peupla les bourgades, les  cham ps.
Peu de prudence eurent le s  pauvres gens,
D 'accommoder un peuple s i sauvage.

(8: 11. 36-40)

If follow ed to the extrem e, even the nob lest m otivations are deadly.

The surv ival of the pigeons in Fable 8 depends on actions tempered with

sound reasoning:

Tenez toujours d iv ises  les  m6chants:
La suret§ du res te  de la  terre
Depend de la . Semez entre eux la  guerre,
Ou vous n 'au rez  avec eux nulle paix .

(8: 11. 41-44)

The fly  of Fable 9, "Le coche e t la  m ouche," rep resen ts a 

form of hypocrisy d is tan tly  re la ted  to tha t of the ra t of Fable 3 ("Le ra t



qui s 'e s t  re tire  du m onde"). The f ly 's  intrusion on and the r a t 's  se c lu ­

sion from a so c ia l s itua tion  already brimming w ith its  quota of misery 

and discom fort are but opposite ends of the same spectrum:

Une mouche su rv ien t, e t des chevaux s 'app roche,
Pretend les  animer par son bourdonnem ent,
Pique l 'u n , pique l 'a u tre , e t pense a tout moment 

Q u 'e lle  fa it a lle r la  m ac h in e .. .
Elle s 'e n  attribue uniquem ent la g lo ire,
Va, v ien t, fa it l 'e m p re s s£ e .. .

(9: 11. 6-9; 13-14)

En quoi peut un pauvre reclus 
Vous a s s i te r?  que p e u t- il  fa ire ,

Que de prier le  C iel q u 'il  vous aide en c ec i?
J 'esp ere  q u 'i l  aura de vous quelque souci.

(3: 11. 26-29)

Since one cannot hope to rid the world of importunate indiv iduals (any 

more than  one can hope to put an end to w ar), one m ust manage to su r­

vive by recognizing and then  excluding indiv iduals like the fly  of Fable 9:

Ainsi c e rta in es  gens fa isan t les em presses,
S 'in trodu isen t dans le s  a ffa ires.
I ls  font partout le s  n 6 c essa ire s ,

Et partout importuns devraient e tre  c h a s s is .
(9: 11. 29-32)

The lesso n s of Fables 7, 8 and 9 serve as w arnings; each  

s tre s se s  the v ita l need for caution in a ll so c ia l re la tio n sh ip s . These 

fab les are the f irs t  three in  the second se ries  (Fables 7-12) and reveal 

its  resem blance to  the f irs t se ries  (Fables 1-6); like Fables 1, 2 and 3, 

they are linked by common c h a ra c te r is tic s . This apparent s truc tu ra l 

sim ilarity  is  reinforced  by Fable 10, "La la itie re  e t le  pot au l a i t , " and 

Fable 11, "Le cur£ e t le m ort," which hold the fourth and fifth  positions 

in  the group and correspond to the "twin" fa b le s , "Le h§ron" (Fable 4)
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and "La fille"  (Fable 5). Following the  pattern  of Fables 4 and 5, Fables

10 and 11 are more sp ec ific  than the three preceding fab les and have, in

e ffec t, the  same m oral.

Having advocated  persp icacity  in the second se rie s  of fables,

La Fontaine p au ses to  counsel aga in st e x c e ss iv e , se lf-indu lgen t m ental

ac tiv ity . Perrette of Fable 10 takes refuge in exaggerated fa n ta s ie s ,

only to see  the dream destroy  rea lity :

Perrette  la -d e s su s  sau te  a u s s i , t r a n s p o r ts .
Le la it tombe: adieu veau , vache, cochon, co u v S .

(10: 11. 22-23)

La Fontaine seem s to  con trad ic t h im self m  the conclusion of th is  fab le ,

an im passioned defense of daydream s:

Quel e sp rit ne bat la  campagne ?
Qui ne fa it chateaux en E spagne?

P icrocho le , Pyrrhus, la  la i t ie re , enfin to u s ,
Autant le s  sages que les  fous?

Chacun songe en v e illan t, il  n 'e s t  rien  de plus doux;
Une f la tteu se  erreur emporte alors nos ames:

Tout le bien du monde e s t  a  nous,
Tous les  honneurs, tou tes le s  femmes.

(10: 11. 30-37)

However, c lo se r consideration  shows tha t the daydreams of Perrette are 

actually  a form of se lf-p rese rv a tio n  through in te llec tu a l ex e rc ise , a con­

solation for l ife 's  m isery, and consequently  a means of surv ival conform­

ing to the le sso n s  of the preceding fab les in th is  group.

On the contrary , the  m usings of Jean Chouart in Fable 11, 

far from in te llec tu a l w eapons of se lf-d e fen se , are m anifestations of a 

vicious and hypocritical nature. H is daydream s are fueled by greed; his
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thoughts and ac tio n s , m otivated by d ishonesty . His own tarn ished  dig­

nity  su llie s  the dignity of others:

"M onsieur le mort, j 'au ra i de vous 
Tant en argen t, e t tan t en c ire ,
Et tan t en au tres menus c o u ts ."

Il fondait la -d e s su s  1'achat d 'une feu ille tte  
Du m eilleur vin des e n v iro n s .. .

(11: 11. 21-25)

W hen, as in Fable 10, h is dream destroys his rea lity  in a descrip tion

am usingly para lle l to tha t of "le Pot au la it"  ("Perrette la -d e ssu s  sau te

a u s s i ,  transport6e" -1. 22):

Sur ce tte  agr§able pensee 
Un heurt su rv ien t, adieu le char.
Voila mes sire  Jean Chou art 

Qui du choc de son mort a la  te te  cass6e:
Le paro issien  en plomb entraine son pasteu r.

(11: 11. 29-33)

the com ical a sp ec t of his dem ise takes precedence:

Notre cur§ su it son seigneur;
Tous deux s 'e n  vont de compagnie.

(11: 11. 34-35)

The fac t th a t the macabre fate  of Jean Chouart arouses le s s  sympathy than

P erre tte1 s punishm ent in the so i-d isa n t farce of Fable 10:

La dame de ces b iens , qu ittan t d 'un  oe il marri 
Sa fortune a in si r^pandue,
Va s 'e x c u se r  a son mari,
En grand danger d 'e tre  battue.
Le r6 c it en farce en fut fait:
On l 'ap p e la  le Pot au la it .

(10: 11. 24-29)

serves as a subtle  rem inder of La F on ta ine 's  absolu te in s is ten c e  on the

importance of perspective  in every situa tion .
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Fable 12, "L'homme qul court apres la  Fortune, e t l'homme 

qui 1*attend dans son l i t ,"  has more lin es than any o ther (87) and in ad­

d ition  the longest t i t le  of a ll . I ts  function in the structure of Book VII 

is  c ru c ia l, as it  marks the tran sition  from the "mortal" (physical-m ental) 

considera tions of the firs t two parts to the "immortal" revelations of the 

th ird  part, wherein we atta in  the  v6rit6 m orale.

Fable 12 and Fable 6 ("Les souhaits") are the la s t  fab les of 

their respec tive  groups, but there is  a correspondence far more sign ifi­

can t than  th a t of position . In Fable 6, La Fontaine allow s us to perceive 

a glimmer of the ultim ate truth of Book VII. The fa b le 's  se tting  is  in part 

imaginary; the main pro tagonists are mortal (a bourgeois couple) and im­

mortal (le fo lle t); and its  le sso n  is  that wisdom is  the  most valuable of 

trea su re s .

The action of Fable 12 tak es p lace , once again , in exotic

lan d s , among them "le  Mogol" of Fable 6. The principal protagonists

are men, th is  time w ithout supernatural guidance, who (as in Fable 6)

seek  the w ealth  of m aterial p o ssess io n s :

Qui ne court apres la  Fortune?
Je voudrais e tre  en lieu d 'ou  je  pusse  ais^m ent 

Contempler la  foule importune 
De ceux qui cherchent vainem ent 

C ette  fille  du sort de royaume en royaume,
F ideles courtisans d 'un  volage fantom e.

(1 2 : 11. 1 - 6)

W hereas the lesson  on the value of wisdom in Fable 6 is 

communicated through an overabundance of "fortune":
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Quels re g is tre s , quels so in s, quel temps il leur fa llu t!
Tous deux sont em pech§s s i jam ais on le fu t.

Les voleurs contre eux com ploterent,
Les grands seigneurs leur em prunterent,

Le prince le s  t a x a . . .
"O tez-nous de ces  b iens 1'affluence importune,
D iren t-ils  l 'u n  e t  l 'au tre ; heureux le s  indigents!

(6: 11. 40-44; 46-47)

the appreciation  of wisdom in  Fable 12 is gained through the vain pursuit

of p o ssessio n s;

II renonce aux courses ing ra tes ,
Revient en son p a y s , voit de loin se s  p6nates,
Pleure de jo ie , e t  dit: "Heureux qui v it chez so i,
De r6gler se s  d6sirs  fa isan t tou t son e m p lo i.. .
Fortune, qui nous fa is  p a sse r  devant les yeux 
Des d ig n it§ s , des b ien s , que ju sq u ’au bout du monde 
On su it san s que l 'e f fe t  aux prom esses rSponde.
D6sorm ais je ne bouge, e t fera i cen t fois m ieux."

(12: 11. 74-77; 80-83)

He who renounces Fortune finds i t .  The le sso n  is iden tica l to tha t of

Fable 6, but th is  time even more ex p lic it.

As Fable 6 prepares our passage  from the firs t to  the second

se rie s  of fa b le s , so does Fable 12 introduce the th ird  and fina l group

(Fables 13-18). The scope of these  six  fab les su rpasses man him self,

ris ing  above both the physica l lim its of h is condition and the in te llec tu a l

power of h is mind to the in fin ite  and incom prehensible reach es of Fortune

and, by ex tension , F ate .

The pattern  of Fables 1-6 and Fables 7-12 is  m aintained in

Fables 13-18. The f irs t three fab les of th is  la s t  group are linked by the

concept of Fortune as the so le  force behind earth ly  su c c e ss .
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In Fable 13, "Les deux c o q s ,"  the figh ting -cock , who owes

his v ictory to the good g races of Fortune, has the tem erity to flaunt h is

own superiority  and is im m ediately cu t down by a vulture ag a in s t whom

his own purely re la tiv e  "power" is  m eaningless:

. . .  Son vainqueur sur le s  to its  
S 'a lia  percher, e t chan ter s a  v ic to ire .

Un vautour en tend it s a  voix:
Adieu le s  amours e t la  g lo ire .

Tout cet orgueil p6rit sous l 'ong le  du vautour.
(13: 11. 19-23)

In La F o n ta in e 's  w orld, everyone is accountab le  to an exacting  un iversal

" ju s t ic e ,"  which tip s  the balance of earth ly  " ju s tice"  at the seem ingly

most fortunate moment:

La Fortune se  p la it  a fa ire  de c e s  coups;
Tout vainqueur inso len t a  sa  perte  trav a il le .
D §fions-nous du so rt, e t  prenons garde a nous 

Apres le gain d 'une  b a ta ille .
(13: 11. 29-32)

F ortune 's  cap rices a ffect ind iv iduals of every s ta tio n , a t 

any tim e. The m erchant of Fable 14, "L 'ingratitude e t l 'in ju s tic e  des 

hommes envers la  Fortune ,"  like  the figh ting -cock  of Fable 13, is  pun­

ished  for boasting  of h is comm ercial "v ic to rie s" :

-E t d 'ou me v iendra it- i l  que de mon savo ir-fa ire?
Je n 'en  dois rien qu 'a  moi, q u 'a  mes s o i n s . . .

(14: 11. 18-19)

The p o s s e s s iv e , which appears three tim es in th ese  two l in e s , s trikes a 

chord in Fables 10 and 11: Perrette th inks of "son  la it"  (1. 9) and Jean 

C houart, of "son  mort" (11. 18 and 37). In add ition , the m erchant of
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Fable 14 "devint pauvre tou t d 'un  coup" (1. 34), a financ ia l rev e rsa l as 

sudden and as d ev asta tin g  as th o se  in the  earlier fab les .

The l a s t  two lines of Fable 14 sum up the un iversal inade­

quacy of human reason ing  on the infin ite  and intangible role of Fortune in 

the lives of men:

Le bien, nous le fa isons; le m al, c 'e s t  la  Fortune;
On a toujours ra iso n , le destin  toujours tort.

(14: 11. 45-46)

Even v ic to ries as uncertain  as those over public opinion owe

their su c c e ss  to Fortune, as shown in Fable 15, "Les d e v in e re s se s" :

C 'e s t  souvent du hasard que n a it l'op in ion ,
Et c 'e s t  l 'o p in io n  qui fa it  toujours la  vogue.

Je pourrais fonder ce prologue 
Sur gens de tous e ta ts ; tou t e s t prevention,
C abale, en te tem en t, po in t ou peu de ju stice :
C 'e s t  un torrent; qu 'y  fa ire ?  II fau t q u 'il a it son cours.

(15: 11. 1-6)

Fortune 's power, w hich controls the actions of men, is above and beyond 

human understanding: "L 'enseigne  fa it la  chalandise" (1. 46).

The le s so n s  of Fables 13, 14 and 15 are te lescoped  into the 

following two, Fable 16, "Le c h a t, la b e le tte , e t le p e tit lap in ,"  and 

Fable 17, "La te te  e t la  queue du se rp en t."  The symmetry of Book VII is  

undeniab le , for F ab les 16 and 17 are y e t again the  fourth and fifth  of th is  

se ries and resem ble each o ther, as do Fables 4 and 5 and Fables 10 and 

1 1 .

F ables 16 and 17 p lace  human b e in g s  indiv iduals as w ell

as n a t io n s  in to  the perspec tive  of a un iversal order, governed by the

perverse " ju s tice"  of Fate and its  microcosmic reflection , the " ju s tice"
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of men. The le sso n  presen ted  by both of these  fab les  is  absolu te and

although of in fin ite  sco p e , paradoxically  sim plifies and c la rifies  the

le s so n s  of a ll  of the preceding fab les in the book; each  individual must

re ly  on him self in order to  assu re  his own b e s t in te re s ts :

Grippeminaud le bon apotre ,
Jetant des deux cot6s la  griffe en meme tem ps,
M it le s  p la ideurs d 'acco rd  en croquant l 'u n  e t l 'a u tre .
C eci ressem ble  fort aux d§bats qu 'on t parfois 
Les p e tits  souverains se  rapportants aux ro is .

(16: 11. 43-47)

Le C iel eu t pour ces  voeux une bont6 c rue lle .
Souvent s a  com plaisance a de m §chants e f f e t s . . .
D roit aux ondes du Styx e lle  mena sa  soeur.
M alheureux le s  E tats tomb6s dans son erreur.

(17: 11. 28-29; 36-37)

Fable 18, "Un anim al dans la  lu n e ,"  is  the six th  fable of

th is  group and the la s t  one in Book VII. It con tains the prom ised v6rit6

morale glim psed in Fable 6 ("Les souhaits") and Fable 12 ("L'homme qui

court apres la  F o rtu n e .. ." ) .  As befits  a lesso n  of un iversa l "truth" ,

Fable 18 tak e s  p lace  in a un iversal se ttin g , no longer the earth ly

"Mogol" but the su p e rte rres tria l, highly illuso ry  Moon. The duality  of

th is  fable su g g ests  the duality  of the "truth" it  revea ls :

Pendant qu 'un philosophe assu re  
Que toujours par leurs sens le s  hommes sont dup6s,

Un autre philosophe jure
Q u 'ils  ne nous ont jam ais trom p6s.

Tous les  deux ont r a i s o n . . .
(18: 11. 1-5)

The ultim ate wisdom imparted here by La Fontaine is  the  fu­

t i l i ty  of a search  for an easy  solution and an ab so lu te , un iversa l tru th . 

To delude o n ese lf into believing in  the ex is ten ce  of such a tru th  y ie lds
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a philosophy as d isto rted  as the view of the "m onstre" on the moon, 

which is in rea lity , nothing more than a  m ouse. The myriad fau lts  in ­

herent in the nature of man and of the universe make the quest for ab so ­

lute truth nothing more than a vain and deceptive illusion:

Q uelques lieux in6gaux font de loin c e t e ffe t.
La lune nulle part n 'a  sa  surface unie:
M ontueuse en des lieux , en d 'au tre s  ap lan ie ,
L'ombre avec la  lumiere y peut tracer souvent 

Un homme, un boeuf, un dldphant.
{18: 11. 37-41)

Thus do we rea lize  that the un iversal "truth" which La 

Fontaine has revealed  is  ne ither abso lu te  nor un iversal but simply a 

truth th a t e x is ts  somewhere beyond the narrow and earthbound lim its of 

the individual and can be glim psed from time to time by m an's soul.

Each of us must determ ine h is own personal truth by means of h is own 

personal v ision , one in which a lie  may rev ea l the truth be tter than the 

truth  itse lf:

Mon ame en toute occasion  
D^veloppe le vrai cach6 sous l 'ap p a ren c e . . .
0 uand l 'eau  courbe un baton, ma raison  le  red resse :

La ra iso n  decide en m attresse .
M es yeux, moyennant ce secou rs ,

Ne me trompent jam ais, en me m entant tou jours.
(18: 11. 25-26; 30-33)
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The duality  of the v6rlt£ morale revealed  in Book VII, with 

i ts  m etaphysical reso lu tion  of apparent con trad ictions, becom es the warp 

through which La Fontaine w eaves the philosophical le sso n s  of Book VIII. 

The importance of reason  in reconciling  the paradox of apparence and 

v6rit6 is  e s tab lish ed  at the c lose  of Book VII;

Mon ame en toute occasion  
D§veloppe le  vrai cach§ sous l 'a p p a re n c e .. .

La ra ison  d§cide en m altresse .
(VII, 18: 11. 25-26; 31)

and rem ains a key factor throughout Book VIII, La F on ta ine 's  longest 

book, in which opposing sen ses  of life  and death , wisdom and fo lly , 

"virtue" and "vice" are combined in a philosophy of living th a t encom­

p a sse s  and su rp a sses  the philosophy of survival in the prem ier re c u e il .

The sheer ph y sica l bulk of Book VIII, 1,227 l in e s , is  the 

m ost tangible component of a  constan t im pression of v a s tn ess  w hich is 

accen tuated  by no few er than tw en ty -seven  fab les in a seem ingly end­

le s s  horizontal arrangem ent. Nine groups containing three fab les each  

are punctuated by the  evenly spaced , alm ost iden tica l se rie s  of Fables 

1-3 (149 lin e s ) , F ab les 13-15 (149 lines) and Fables 25-27 (145 lines) 

th a t mark the beg inn ing , the exact middle and the end of Book VIII and 

divide the rem aining e igh teen  fab les into two blocks of nine; Fables 

4-12 and Fables 16-24. (Diagram 8.)
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The opening lin e , "La mort ne surprend point le  sage"

(1: 1. 1), anchored a t each end by th e  counterbalancing forces of death  

(the epitome of human w eakness) and wisdom (the epitome of human 

s tren g th ), p repares the reader for the cosmic nature of Book VIII's le sso n , 

as does La F on ta ine 's  repetition  of certain  leitm otifs exp ressed  by certain  

key words* which recur often throughout the book. Fable 1, "La Mort et 

le mourant," Fable 2, "Le savetier e t le fin an c ie r,"  and Fable 3, "Le lion, 

le loup, e t le ren a rd ,"  the f irs t of the  iden tica l " trip let"  groups (Fables 

1 -3 , Fables 13-15 and Fables 25-27) that pace the developm ent of Book 

VIII, compose an introductory tre a tise  on human w eakness and its  inev i­

tab le  tra jec to ry  toward physica l or sp iritua l death .

La F on ta ine 's  v ision of the evanescen t nature of worldly 

p o sse ss io n s  and pow er, briefly sketched  in Fables 6, 12 and 18 of Book 

VII, is  projected in fu ll de ta il by the  firs t three fab les  of Book VIII. In 

Fable 1 ("La mort e t le  m ourant"), the  greedy p leas of "le mourant" for 

more time to accum ulate more wealth:

*The all-im portant "mourir" and " sa g e s se " , in various form s, 
appear tw en ty -s ix  tim es (in Fables 1, 4, 10, 12, 13, 14, 17, 22 and 27) 
and six teen  tim es (in Fables 1, 2 , 3 , 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 18, 19, 26 and 
27); forms of " so ttis e "  appear tw elve tim es (in Fables 5, 7 , 8 , 10, 12, 
15, 19, 21, 22 and 25); and forms of " ra ison" , tw elve tim es (in Fables 
1, 7 , 10, 12, 18, 19 and 26). In the  early  fa b le s , the poet re lies  re ­
peated ly  on the num erical concept of the word "cent" to denote the vast 
and unattainab le: "cen t ans de vie" and "cent ans" (1: 11. 20 and 32); 
"cen t 6 c u s ,"  "cen t ans" and "cen t 6cus" (2: 11. 32, 35 and 49); "cen t 
moutons" (4: 1. 24); "plus d 'un  cent" (6: 1. 37); "depuis cen t ans"
(8: 1. 30); and "cen t bouchers" (12: 1 . 8 ) .
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II me re s te  a pourvoir un arriere-neveu;
Souffrez q u 'a  mon log is j 'a jo u te  encore une a lle .

(1: 11. 27-28)

are w eighed ag a in st the  m acabre odds of D eath 's  own greedy designs on 

humanity:

Ce tem ps, h61as! em brasse tous les temps:
Qu'on le  partage en jou rs , en heures, en moments,

II n 'en  e s t  point q u 'i l  ne comprenne 
Dans le  fa ta l tribut; tous son t de son dom aine .. .

D 6fendez-vous par la  grandeur,
A116guez la  beau td , la  vertu , la  jeu n esse ,

La mort rav it tou t sans pudeur.
Un jour le monde en tie r accro itra  sa  r ich e sse .

(1: 11. 5-8; 13-16)

And D eath 's  mocking d ism issa l of th is  improbable 100-year old advocate

is  La F on ta ine 's  opportunity to  f ill  th e  reader with a sen se  of the frailty

of human life:

Pour to i l 'a s tre  du jour prend des so ins s u p e rf lu s .. .
A llons, v ie illa rd , e t  sans r€plique;
II n 'im porte a la  r€publique 
Que tu fas  ses  ton testam ent.

(1: 11. 43; 48-50)

The cobbler of Fable 2 ("Le savetier e t le financier") suc­

cumbs to the tem ptation of w ealth  ( " . .  .to u t 1'argent que la  terre/A vait 

depuis plus de cen t a n s / P r od u i t . . -  11. 34-36) and frivolously sac ri­

fice s  h im self to  a kind of sp iritua l "death" as inescapab le  as the physi­

c a l death  of the old man in  Fable 1:

II retourne chez lui; dans sa  cave i l  enserre 
L 'argent e t  sa  jo ie  a  la  fo is .
Plus de chant; i l  perd it la voix 

Du moment q u 'i l  gagna ce qui cause nos p e in es.
Le sommeil q u itta  son lo g is ,
II eu t pour ho tes le s  so u c is ,
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Les soupgons, le s  alarmes vaines.
Tout le jour i l  ava it l 'o e il  au g u e t . . .

(2: 11. 37-44)

And the  wolf in Fable 3 ("Le lion, le loup, e t le renard") illu s tra te s  s ti ll  

another destructive  human w eak n ess , as he allows him self to be led 

stra igh t to h is  downfall by h is own notions of ambition and power:

Dans les  v is i te s  qui sont fa i te s ,
Le renard se  d isp e n se , e t se  tien t clos e t co i.
Le loup en fa it  sa  cour, daube au coucher du roi 
Son cam arade a b s e n t . . .

Le ro i goute cet av is - la :
On dcorche, on ta i l le ,  on dgmembre 

M ess ire loup. Le monarque en soupa,
Et de sa  peau s 'enveloppa.

(3: 11. 8-11; 31-34)

The pro tagon ists of Fables 1, 2 and 3 are the victim s of in ­

nate w e a k n e s s e s  m ortality , g reed , a m b itio n  aga in st which they

lack the sp iritu a l resou rces to defend them selves. Each fab le  ends on a 

muted note of irony and im potence, as the "su c ce ss"  of the old man, the 

cobbler and the  wolf au tom atically  ensures their d e fea t, and La Fontaine 

re fu ses us th e  reassu rance  of even one positive resolution:

Tu murmures, v ieillard; vois ces jeunes mourir,
V ois-les m archer, v o is - le s  courir 

A des m o rts .. .
J 'a i beau te  le  crier; mon zele  e s t  ind iscret:
Le p lus sem blable aux morts meurt le plus a regret.

(1: 11. 55-57; 59-60)

. .  .A la  fin  le pauvre homme 
S 'en courut chez ce lu i q u 'il  ne r§veilla it p lu s .
"Rendez-moi, lui d i t - i l ,  mes chansons e t  mon somme,

Et reprenez vos cen t e c u s . "
(2: 11. 46-49)

M essieurs  le s  courtisans , c e s s e z  de vous ddtruire:
F a ite s , s i vous pouvez, votre cour sans vous nuire.

(3: 11. 35-36)
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Fable 4 , "Le pouvoir des fa b le s ,"  is  a fable w ithin a fab le , 

a  contrivance th a t breaks the continuity  e s tab lish ed  by Fables 1-3 and 

introduces a  se rie s  of nine fab les (Fables 4—12) designed to  lead the 

reader toward a fu ller understanding of the psychological nuances of 

human w eakness . N oticeably  gen tler and more p e rsu as iv e , these  fab les 

lack the in transigen t quality  of Fables 1 -3 , seem ing rather to  derive their 

force from a know ledgeable appeal to reason .

Life im itates art as La Fontaine cap tu res the read e r 's  a tten ­

tion  with the dev ice  used by the orator of Fable 4:

II f it  parler les m orts, tonna, d it ce q u 'i l  put.
Le vent emporta tout; personne ne s 'em ut.

L'animal aux te tes  frivoles,
Etant fa it  a  ces  t ra i ts , ne daignait 1 'e c o u te r .. .
Que f it  le  harangueur? II prit un autre tour.
"C 6res, com m enga-t-il, fa isa it  voyage un jour 

Avec l 'an g u ille  e t 1'h irondelle . . . "
. . . L 'assembl6e a l 'in s ta n t ,

Cria tout d 'une voix; "Et C eres , que f i t - e l l e ? . . .
Quoi! de con tes d 'en fan ts  son peuple s 'e m b a rra sse !

Et du p§ril qui le menace 
Lui seu l entre  les Grecs il neglige l 'e ffe t!
Que ne dem andez-vous ce que Philippe fa it? "

A ce reproche 1'a s s e m b le ,
Par 1'apologue r6veill6e ,
Se donne en tiere  a  l'o rateu r:
Un tra it de fable en eut l'honneur.

(4: 11. 42-45; 48-50; 53-54; 57-64)

For Fable 4 , Fable 5 , "L’homme e t  la  p u c e ,"  and Fable 6 , "Les femmes

e t le  s e c re t ,"  are a ll fab les w ithout m orals, which communicate their

le sso n s  through the im ages they evoke, and whose pro tagonists are vague

e n o u g h  "p eu p le" , "o n " , "tous" and " l ’assem bl^e" in Fable 4; "un

sot" in Fable 5;"and simply "un mari" and "la  femme” in  Fable 6  to

in s tru c t w ithout offending:
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Le monde e s t  vieux, d it-o n , je le  cro is; cependant 
I l le fau t am userencor comme un enfant.

(4: 11. 69-70)

The sp iritu a l w eaknesses of van ity , frivolity  and stup id ity

("so ttise") p ro jected  in the abstrac t by Fables 4, 5 and 6 assum e a more

specific  form in Fable 7, " Le ch ien  qui porte a son cou le dm6 de son

m aitre ,"  Fable 8 , "Le rieur e t le s  p o isso n s ,"  and Fable 9, 11 Le ra t e t

l 'h u itre ,"  w ith the addition of the d is tin c tly  physica l and d is tin c tly

human im plications of greed and gluttony in the eating  scenes th a t are of

cen tra l sign ificance  to  each:

Il 6 ta it tempferant plus q u 'il  n 'e u t voulu l 'e tre  
Quand il  voyait un m ets exquis:

M ais enfin  il  l '6 ta it;  e t  tous tan t que nous sommes 
Nous nous la isso n s  ten ter a l'approche des b iens .
Chose Strange! on apprend la  tem perance aux ch ien s,

Et l 'o n  ne peut l'apprendre aux hommes.
(7: 11. 7-12)

Un rieur e ta it  a la  tab le  
D 'un financ ier, e t  n ’avait en son coin 

Que de p e tits  po issons; tous les  gros e ta ien t lo in . . .
De dire s i  la  compagnie 
Prit gout a sa  p la isa n te rie ,

J 'en  doute; maid enfin , i l  le s  su t engager 
A lui se rv ir d 'un  m o n s tre .. .

(8: 11. 8-10; 24-27)

Parmi tan t d 'hu itres tou tes c lo se s ,
Une s 'e ta i t  ouverte , e t  ba illan t au s o l e i l . . .
Blanche, g ra s se , e t d 'un  gout, a la  voir, non pare il.
D’a u ss i  loin que le ra t voit ce tte  huitre qui bailie: 
"Q u 'ap e rg o is -je?  d i t - i l ,  c 'e s t  quelque v ic tuaille ;
Et s i je  ne me trompe a la  couleur du m e ts ,
Je dois faire  au jourd 'hui bonne chere , ou jam ais ."

(9: 11. 21-22; 25-29)

As the reader moves toward an ever more de ta iled  understand­

ing of the  nature of human w eakness —  from the firs t suggestions in
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fab les  w ithout m orals (Fables 4, 5 and 6) through the more sp ec ific  i l ­

lu stra tions in  Fables 7, 8 and 9 —  La Fontaine him self seem s to  emerge 

gradually  from behind the scen es  until he appears in fu ll force at the 

conclusion  of Fable 9, in the fam iliar role of mentor:

C ette  fable contien t p lus d 'un enseignem ent.
Nous y voyons premierement 

Que ceux qui n 'o n t du monde aucune experience 
Sont aux moindres o b je ts  frappes d 'etonnem ent;

Et puis nous y pouvons apprendre 
Que te l e s t  p ris qui croyait prendre.

(9: 11. 34-39)

The p o e t's  double u se  of the instructional "nous" ("Nous y voyons 

premierement" and " . . .  nous y pouvons apprendre") convincingly in ­

cludes us in the  fable and for the first time focuses our a tten tion  on the 

c lo se  re la tionsh ip  betw een ignorance and death:

L a-d essu s maitre ra t, p lein  de belle  esp§ rance,
Approche de l 'e c a i l le ,  allonge un peu le cou,
Se sen t pris comme aux lacs : car l 'hu itre  tout d 'un  coup 
Se referm e, e t  voila ce que fa it l'igno rance.

(9: 11. 30-33)

The unexpected turn of e v e n t s  the fa ta l d isparity  betw een the

"apparence" and the "v6rit6" of the o y s te r  d is tin c tly  a ttribu ted  to

the r a t 's  ignorance, is  a  subtle  reminder of the opening prem ise ("La 

mort ne surprend point le sage" -  1: 1. 1) and rep resen ts  another step  in 

the progression  toward the attainm ent of wisdom , the goal of Book VIII.

Fable 10, "L 'ours e t I 1 amateur des ja rd in s ,"  Fable 11, "Les 

deux am is ,"  and Fable 12, "Le cochon, la  chevre e t  le m outon," the  

fin a l third of th is  n ine-fab le  se rie s  (Fables 4 -12), dep ict the individual 

and h is im perfections in a so c ia l con tex t. The unlikely  com bination of
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bear and gardener in Fable 10 y ie lds an apparent friendship of question ­

able value:

Les voila bons amis avant que d 'arriver.
Arrives, le s  voila se  trouvant bien ensem ble;

Et, bien qu 'on s o it , a ce q u 'il sem ble,
Beaucoup mieux seu l qu 'avec  des so ts . . .

(10: 11. 37-40)

And the  fa b le 's  ending confirms for the reader the lesson  which the gar­

dener, in h is eagerness to  accep t "apparence" w ithout the search  for 

"v 6 rit6 " , never learns:

Rien n 'e s t  s i  dangereux qu 'un  ignorant ami;
M ieux vaudrait un sage ennemi

(10: 11. 57-58)

The opening lines of Fables 10 and 11 ("Les deux amis")

stand  in strik ing  contrast:

C ertain our montagnard, ours a demi ldchg,
Confin£ par le sort dans un bois so lita ire ,
Nouveau Bellerophon, v ivait seu l e t c ac h § .

(10: 11. 1-3)

Daux vrais amis v ivaien t au Monomotapa:
L'un ne poss§dait rien  qui n 'appartin t a 1'autre.

(1 1 : 11. 1- 2)

The world of d ifference betw een "apparence" (Fable 10) and "verit§" 

(Fable 11) is  lite ra lly  estab lish ed  by the sh ift from an ordinary ("un bois 

so lita ire") to  an extraordinary ("au Monomotapa") se tting  as w ell as by 

a c le v e r  restag ing  of the sleeping  scenes e s se n tia l  to the le sso n  of 

each:

Un jour que le  v ieilla rd  dorm ait d 'un  profond somme,
Sur le bout de son nez une [mouche] a llan t se  p lacer 
Mit l 'o u rs  au ddsespoir; il eu t beau la c h asse r.

(10: 11. 48-50)
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Une nu it que chacun s 'o ccu p a it au sommeil,
Et m ettait a profit 1'absence  du so le il ,
Un de nos deux amis sort du lit  en alarme;
II court chez son intim e, 6veille  les v a le t s . . .
Vous m 'e tes en dormant un peu tr is te  apparu;
J 'a i c ra in t q u 'il ne fut v rai, je su is vite accouru.

(11: 11. 5-8; 21-22)

Sim ilarly, the b e a r 's  ac t of "friendship":

. . .  le fidele  emoucheur 
Vous empoigne un pav§, le lance avec roideur,
C asse  la  tete  a  l'homme en §crasant la  mouche,
Et non moins bon archer que mauvais raisonneur,
Roide mort etendu sur la  p lace  il le couche.

(10: 11. 52-56)

is  but a gro tesque, physica l parody of the sublim e, sp iritua l nature of

true friendship:

Qu'un ami veritable e s t  une douce chose!
Il cherche vos beso ins au fond de votre coeur;

Il vous epargne la  pudeur 
De les  lui d6couvrir vous-m em e.

(11: 11. 26-29)

The improbable character of Fables 10 and 11 c rea te s  a re ­

assuring  degree of separation betw een reader and lesso n , but Fable 12 

("Le cochon, la  chevre e t le mouton") confronts us w ith an unsettling  

v ision  of rea l l ife , rep resen ted  by the involuntary journey of the protago­

n is ts  toward an unspecified , if not unim aginable fate:

Une chevre, un mouton, avec un cochon g ras ,
Months sur meme char, s 'e n  a lla ien t a la  fo ire.
Leur d ivertissem ent ne les  y portait pas . . .

Le charton n 'a v a it pas d esse in  
De les  mener voir Tabarin.

(12: 11. 1-3; 5-6)

The an tith e tica l images of apparence and verity evoked along the way:
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Les autres anim aux, creatures p lus douces,
Bonnes g e n s , s '6 tonna ien t qu 'il criSt au secours;

Ils  ne voyaient nul mal a  c ra in d re .. .
R epartit le  cochon: s 'i l  sa v a it son affaire ,
Il c rie ra it comme moi du haut de son g o s ie r . . .
I ls  pensen t qu 'on le s  veut seulem ent d§charger,
La chevre de son la i t ,  le mouton de sa la ine .

Je ne sa is  pas s ' i l s  ont raison;
M ais quant a moi qui ne suis bon 
Q u 'a  manger, ma mort e s t  certaine.

(12: 11. 10-12; 19-20; 23-27)

are subordinated only to the regulation of wisdom and i ts  unobstructed

perspective  that y ie ld s  l i f e 's  rea l "truth":

Dom pourceau ra isonnait en  subtil personnage;
M ais que lu i se rv a it- il?  Quand le  mal e s t  certa in ,
La p la in te  ni la  peur ne changent le destin ;
Et le  moins pr^voyant e s t  toujours le plus sage.

(12: 11. 29-32)

Fable 13, "Tircis et Am arante," Fable 14, "Les obseques de 

la  lionne, " and Fable 15, "Le ra t e t l 'e le p h a n t ," at the exact cen ter of 

Book VIII, stand  ou t as the  second of its  iden tica l "trip let" groups 

(Fables 1 -3 , Fables 13-15 and Fables 25-27). These fab les are linked 

to each other and to  Fables 1-3 by the theme of death in their le s so n s .

A com parison of both groups reveals the change that has taken place in 

the interim  betw een Fables 1-3, in  which death is  a primary force and in 

fac t the crux of each  le s so n , and Fables 13-15, where death is  secondary 

to the le sso n  which has been derived from it and extended to a scope of 

un iversal re lev an ce . Thus the fa te s  of the "mortally" em barassed  Tircis 

of Fable 13, the nearly  sacrificed  stag of Fable 14 and the fa ta lly  d is ­

abused  ra t of Fable 15 a ll inspire  conclusions traceab le  to an illu s tra tio n  

of death , y e t w ithout exception su itab le  to  a philosophy for living:
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Tircis a son but croyait e tre ,
Quand la  belle  ajouta: "Voila tout justem ent 

Ce que je  sens pour C lidam ant."
L1 autre pensa  mourir de d6pit e t de honte.

Il e s t  force gens comme lu i,
Qui prStendent n 'a g ir  que pour leur propre compte,

Et qui font le march£ d 'au tru i.
(13: 11. 57-63)

Le cerf eu t un p resen t, bien loin d 'e tre  puni.
Amusez le s  ro is par des songes,

F la tte z - le s , p ay ez -le s  d 'a g r ia b le s  m ensonges.
Quelque indignation dont leur coeur so it rem pli,
Ils  goberont l ’appat, vous serez leur ami.

(14: 11. 51-55)

Il en au ra it d it davantage;
M ais le ch a t, sortant de sa  cage ,
Lui fit voir en moins d 'un  in stan t 
Qu'un ra t n 'e s t  pas un 616phant.

(15: 11. 28-31)

Fables 13-15 mark a  turning point in the developm ent of 

Book VIII. The duality  of their m orals, which u se  death to  reso lve  the 

con flic ts  of apparence and v6rit6 and redefine life  in term s of p rac tica l­

ity  and common se n se , extends into the second n ine-fab le  se ries (Fables 

16-24), assum ing an ever more important role in the in tu itive  d iscovery 

of wisdom a t the c lo se  of the book.

Having introduced, in e sse n c e , an antidote for m an's in ­

heren t w e ak n e sses , La Fontaine w astes no time in se tting  forth the  pre­

cep ts  of a  un iversa l natural law based  on common sense and e sse n tia l 

to  the ind iv idua l's  w ell-being  within so c ie ty . Fable 16, "L 'h o ro sco p e ," 

Fable 17, "L 'ane e t  le c h ie n ,"  and Fable 18, "Le b assa  e t  le m archand,"

d isc red it the  deb ilita ting  faith  in superstition:
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Je ne cro is point que la  nature 
Se so it li§  le s  m ains, e t  nous le s  lie  encor,
Jusqu 'au point de marquer dans les  c ieux  notre so rt.

Il depend d 'une conjoncture 
De lieux , de personnes , de tem ps,

Non des conjonctions de tous ces  c h a r la ta n s .. .
. .  .Tout aveugle e t menteur q u 'e s t  cet a rt,

II peut frapper au but une fo is entre m ille.
Ce sont des e ffe ts  du hasard .

(16: 11. 59-64; 90-92)

and rep lace it  w ith the pragm atic credos of active  indiv idual responsi­

b ility  ("II se faut en tr 'a ider; c 'e s t  la  lo i de nature" -  17: 1. 1) and m eas­

ured mutual dependence:

Q ue, tou t compt6, mieux vaut en bonne fo i,
S 'abandonner a quelque p u issan t roi 
Que s 'appuyer de p lusieu rs p e tits  p rinces.

(18: 11. 55-57)

W hile the le sso n s of Fables 16-18 are p resen ted  as theories

of individual and so c ia l e x is te n ce , those  of Fables 19-21 are taught by

p rac tica l experience. The conflict of values th a t p its  w isdom  against

w ealth  in Fable 19, "L 'avantage de la  s c ie n c e ,"  is reso lved  not by the

early  postu lation  of La Fontaine:

C 'S ta it un homme sot: car pourquoi r§v6rer 
Des b iens d^pourvus de m 6rite?
La raison  m 'en sem ble p e tite .

(19: 11. 9-11)

but by the ac tual even ts which ultim ately  prove its  worth:

La guerre le vengea, bien mieux qu 'une sa tire .
M ars d ^ tru is it le lieu que nos gens hab ita ien t.

L'un e t 1'autre qu itta  sa  ville:
L 'ignorant re s ta  sans a s ile ;
Il regut partout des m ipris;

L 'autre regut partout quelque faveur nouvelle.
C ela  d§cida leur quere lle .

(19: 11. 32-38)
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Sim ilarly, Fable 20, "Jupiter e t le s  to n n erre s ,"  shows how the d e sp ic ­

able nature of the human rac e , theo re tica lly  justify ing  its  annihilation:

Jupiter, voyant nos fau te s ,
Dit un jour du haut des airs:
"Rem plissons de nouveaux hotes 
Les cantons de l'un ivers 
H abit§s par ce tte  race 
Qui m1 importune e t me la s s e .

(2 0 : 11. 1- 6)

is  in fac t redeemed and its  very fau lts  regenerated by the p rac tical e f­

fec ts  of pa ternal love:

Tout pere frappe a c o te .
Q u 'a rr iv a - t- il?  Notre engeance 
Prit p ied  sur ce tte  indu lgence .
Tout l'Olympe s 'e n  p la ign it.

(20: 11. 41-44)

Fable 21, "Le faucon e t le chapon ," the la s t  in  th is  s e t ,  is a most con­

vincing illu stra tion  of the prem ise th a t wisdom derived from proven ex ­

perience is of g reater p rac tica l value than an im pressive, but u n tes ted , 

theory:

L 'o iseau  ch asseu r lu i dit: "Ton peu d 'entendem ent 
Me rend tou t 6tonn6. Vous n 'e te s  que ra c a ille ,
Gens g ro ss ie rs , san s e sp r it, a  qui l ’on n ’apprend rien .
Pour moi, je  s a is  c h asse r  e t revenir au m aitre.

Le v o is-tu  pas a la  fene tre?
II t 1 a tten d , e s - tu  sourd? -Je n 'en tends que trop bien,
R epartit le chapon. M ais que me v eu t-il d ire ,
Et ce beau cu is in ie r arm£ d 'un  grand couteau? . . .

Si tu voyais mettre a la  broche 
Tous le s  jours au tan t de faucons 
Que j 'y  vois mettre de chapons,

Tu ne me fe ra is  pas un sem blable rep roche."
(21: 11. 22-29; 34-37)

This se rie s  (Fables 16-24) c lo ses  with Fable 22, "Le chat e t

le  ra t,"  Fable 23, "Le torrent e t la  riv iere ,"  and Fable 24, " L‘E d u ca tio n ,"
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and transm its La F on ta ine 's  v ision of wisdom as an in tangible combina­

tion of knowledge and ex p erien ce , rendered v ital and potent by the ex­

e rc ise  of reaso n . In Fable 22, the danger inherent in  the unnatural a l­

liance of ra t and ca t is  neu tra lized  by reaso n , which allow s the ra t to 

escape  the po ten tia lly  fa ta l contradiction of apparence and v6rit6:

"Ah! mon frere , d i t - i l ,  viens m’em brasser; ton soin 
Me fa it in ju re . Tu re gardes 
Comme ennemi ton a lli£ .
P e n se s-tu  que j 'a ie  oubli6 
Q u’apres Dieu je te dois la  v ie?

-E t moi, rep rit le  ra t, p e n ses -tu  que j'oub lie  
Ton n a tu re l?  Aucun traitd 

P eu t-il forcer un chat a la  reco n n aissan ce?
S 'a s su re - t-o n  sur l 'a llia n c e  
Q u 'a  fa ite  la  n d c ess itd ? "

(22: 11. 46-55)

C onversely , the man of Fable 23, forced by circum stance into a sim ilar­

ly unlikely  " a ll ia n c e " , neg lec ts  to  rely  on reason and fa lls  victim  to the 

supposed a lly  and the treacheries of apparence:

Et le s  memes voleurs le  poursuivant toujours,
II rencontra sur son passage  
Une riv iere  dont le cours,

Image d 'u n  sommeil doux, pa is ib le  e t tranqu ille ,
Lui fit croire d 'abord ce tra je t fort f a c i l e . . .

II en tre , e t son cheval le met 
A couvert des vo leurs, m ais non de l'onde n o ir e . . .

Les gens sans bruit sont dangereux:
II n 'en  e s t  pas a in s i des au tre s .

(23: 11. 12-16; 18-19; 24-25)

The exam ples of the ra t in Fable 22 ("Le chat e t le rat") and the trave le r 

in Fable 23 ("Le torrent e t la  riv iere") e s tab lish  the suprem acy of wisdom 

and reason  as the ind iv idua l's  only dependable defense aga in st the per­

fid ies of o thers . The story of Laridon in  Fable 24 ("L'Education") re -
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v eals  y e t another dangerous adversary w ithin  the Individual h im self,

which underm ines h is own b est qua litie s and must be met and overcome

 like any external f o e  by the  a lert exerc ise  of wisdom and reason:

On ne su it pas toujours se s  ai'eux ni son pere:
Le peu de so in , le  tem ps, tout fa it qu 'on d6g6nere.
Faute de cu ltiver la  nature e t ses dons 
O combien de C 6sars deviendront Laridons!

(24: 11. 21-24)

Book VIII concludes w ith Fable 25, "Les deux ch iens et l'Sne 

m ort," Fable 26, "D6mocrite e t le s  A bd6ritains," and Fable 27, "Le loup 

e t  le c h a sse u r ,"  the la s t  of the "trip let" groups and like the f irs t two 

(Fables 1-3 and Fables 13-15), a defin ition of life in terms of death . In 

each  fa b le , an a llu sion  to physica l or sp iritu a l death  serves as the fu l­

crum upon w hich opposing forces of virtue and v ice , wisdom and fo lly , 

even life  and death  are balanced  in La F on ta ine 's  philosophy of living. 

Thus, the death  of the dogs in Fable 25 is  the core of a dual lesson : it  

illu s tra te s  the dangerous e x c e sse s  of "vice" and im plies the sa lubrity  

of "v irtu e 's"  moderation:

Les vertus devraient etre soeu rs,
Ainsi que le s  v ices sont freres:

Das que l 'u n  d 'eux  s'em pare de nos coeurs,
Tous viennent a la  f i l e . . .
Parmi le s  anim aux, le ch ien  se pique d 'e tre  

Soigneux e t  fidele  a son maitre;
M ais il e s t  so t, i l  e s t  gourm and.. .

L'homme e s t  a in si b a ti. Quand un su je t l'enflam m e, 
L 'im possib ilit6  d isp a ra it a  son ame.
Combien f a i t - i l  de voeux, combien p e rd -il de p a s ,
S 'outran t pour acqu6rir des biens ou de la  g lo ire?  . . .

Tout c e la , c 'e s t  la  mer a  boire?
M ais rien  a l'homme ne su ffit.

(25: 11. 1-4; 11-13; 31-34; 38-39)
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And the supposed death of D em ocritus' reason  in  Fable 26 is  a t the cen­

te r  of a  sim ilar jux taposition  of folly and wisdom:

Q u 'il me semble p rofane, in ju s te , e tt6 m § ra ire ,
M ettant de faux m ilieux entre la  chose e t lu i,
Et m esurant par so i ce q u 'il  voit en  autrui!
Le maitre d'Epicure en f it l 'ap p re n tissa g e .
Son pays le crut fou. P etits  e sp rits !  M ais quoi!

Aucun n 'e s t  prophete chez so i.
Ces gens 6 ta ien t le s  fous, DSmocrite le sage .

(26: 11. 2-8)

The deaths of the hunter and the wolf of Fable 27 provide a

sudden, profound in sigh t in to  the duality  of m an's e x is ten ce , suspended

in  the e te rnal continuum of life  and d e a th ,y e t in tra n s it  from one to the

other: "-Eh! mon ami, la  mort te peut prendre en chemin" (27: 1. 10).

The idiom of the physica l voyage is  rem in iscen t of a sim ilar line in

Fable 1 ("La Mort e t le mourant"): "Car de combien peu t-on  retarder le

voyage?" (1. 54), and i t  suggests  th a t the developm ent of Book VIII has

charted  a sp iritua l voyage tow ard wisdom and a philosophy of living

fash ioned  from an understanding of human w eakness and death:

Fureur d 'accum uler, m onstre de qui le s  yeux 
Regardent comme un poin t tous le s  b ienfa its des dieux,
Te com battra i-je  en vain sans c e s s e  en ce t ouvrage?
Quel temps dem andes-tu  pour suivre mes legons?
L'homme, sourd a  ma voix comme a  ce lle  du sage ,
Ne d ira - t- i l  jam ais: " C 'e s t  a s s e z , jo u isso n s"?
H a te -to i, mon am i. Tu n 'a s  pas tan t a  vivre.
Je te  rebats ce mot; car il  vaut tout un liv re .
Jo u is . . .

(27: 11. 1-9)
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BOOK IX

The desirab le  equilibrium  of le ju ste  milieu is envisioned

throughout Book VIII and expressed  at i ts  c lo se  in the connotations of

" a s s e z " , an ordinary word invested  w ith extraordinary sign ificance by

the  combined le sso n s  of the preceding tw en ty -six  fables:

L'homme, sourd a ma voix comme a ce lle  du sag e ,
Ne d ir a - t - i l  jam ais: " C 'e s t  a s s e z , jo u isso n s"?  . .  .
C '6 ta it  a s se z  de biens; mais quoi! rien  ne rem plit 
Les v a s te s  app§tits d 'un  fa iseur de conquetes.

(VIII, 27; 11. 5-6; 24-25)

is  extended into Book IX, a triumphant celebration of fruitful reason  cu l­

m inating in the 237-line tre a tis e , "D iscours a Madame de la  S ab lie re ."

A de lica te  balance of illu sion  and rea lity  is achieved in th is  book, the 

ex ac t center of the deuxieme re c u e il, as its  twenty fab les fa ll into two

equal g ro u p s  Fables 1-10, the "illusion" se r ie s , with 478 lines and

F ables 1 2 -"D isc o u rs" , the "reality" se r ie s , w ith 483 l i n e s  cen tra l­

ized  around the p ivotal point of Fable 11, "Rien de tro p " , (Diagram 9.)

La F on ta ine 's  notion of intertw ining perceptions of truth and 

illu sio n  is  f irs t  sketched in Book VII:

Quand l 'e a u  courbe un baton, ma raison  le red resse :
La ra ison  decide en m aitresse.
M es yeux, moyennant ce secours,

Ne me trom pent jam ais , en me m entant toujours.
(VII, 18: 11. 30-33)

reappears here in Fable 1, "Le dSpositaire in fid e le ,"  in the unm istakable

analogy of truth contained w ithin  the illu sion  of lies:
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Et meme qui m entirait
Comme Esope, e t comme Homere,
Un vrai m enteur ne se ra it .
Le doux charme de m aint songe 
Par leur bel a rt in v en ts ,
Sous les  hab its du m ensonge,
Nous offre la  v6rite .

(1: 11. 29-35)

The firs t half of Fable 1 (lines 1 -43), devoted to a d iscu ssio n  of artifice

 "mentir" (or "menteur" or "m ensonge") recurs eight tim es, in lines

19, 20, 26, 29, 31, 34, 39 and 4 0  e s tab lish es  a standard against

which La Fontaine m easures the illu s io n s  tha t victim ize the protagonists 

of F ab les 2 -9 . Reason its e lf  is  no guarantee of safe passag e  through 

th a t sp iritua l "no-m an 's land" where tru th  and illu sion  merge. Fable 1 

provides a p rac tica l dem onstration of th is  principle as two counter­

balancing  exaggerations p itted  ag a in st each  other:

-Votre fe r?  II n 'e s t  p lu s . J 'a i reg re t de vous dire 
Qu'un ra t l 'a  mange to u t en tier.

(1: 11. 48-49)

Le marchand repartit: "H ier au so ir sur la  brune 
Un chat-huan t s 'e n  vint votre f i ls  en lever.
Vers un vieux batim ent je  le lu i vis porter."

(1: 11. 61-63)

do in fac t serve the "reasonable" demands of ju stice  be tter than  the ap ­

p lica tion  of reason  alone:

. . .  Le trafiquant admire 
Un te l prodige, e t  fe in t de le croire pourtant.
Au bout de quelques jo u rs , il detourne I1 enfant 
Du perfide v o is in . . .

F au t-il que vous trouviez etrange 
Que le s  ch a ts -h u a n ts  d 'un  pays 

Ou le quin tal de fer par un seu l ra t se mange,
Enlevent un gargon p e san t un dem i-cen t?"
L1 autre v it ou ten d a it ce tte  fe in te  aventure.
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II renda it le  fer au marchand 
Qui lui rendait sa  gSniture.

(1: 11. 51-54; 71-77)

and thereby define the point de depart for the nine fab les tha t follow:

Quand l'ab su rde  e s t  outr6, l 'o n  lui fa it trop d 'honneur 
Da vouloir par ra ison  com battre son erreur.

(1: 11. 89-90)

The p ro tagon ists of F ab les 2-9 are duped by illusory  ex ­

trem es not unlike the "absurde outr6" in Fable 1 and equally  beyond the 

influence of reason . The voyager pigeon in Fable 2, "Les deux pigeons," 

and the leopard in Fable 3 , "Le singe e t le leopard ,"  charmed by the  i l ­

lusion of d ivers ity , rem ain im pervious to the reasonable  arguments ad­

vanced by th e ir companions:

. . .Au moins que le s  travaux,
Les dangers, les  so ins du voyage,
Changent un peu votre courage.

Encor s i  la  sa iso n  s 'a v a n g a it davantage!
Attendez les  zephyrs. Qui vous p re sse ?  . . .

Ce d iscou rs 4branla le coeur 
De notre imprudent voyageur;

M ais le d6sir de voir e t  l'hum eur inquiete 
L 'em porterent enfin . . .

(2: 11. 8-12; 18-21)

L'un d 'eux  d isa it: "M e ss ie u rs , mon m6rite et ma gloire 
Sont connus en  bon lieu ; le  ro i m 'a voulu voir;

Et s i  je  m eurs, i l  veut avoir 
Un manchon de ma peau: tan t e lle  e s t  bigarr6e,

Pleine de ta c h e s , m arquet^e,
Et verget£e, e t m ouchet£e ."

La bigarrure p la it; partan t chacun le v it.
M ais ce fu t b ien to t f a i t ,  b ien to t chacun s o r t i t . . .
C ette  d iversity  dont on vous parle ta n t,
Mon voisin  Leopard l 'a  sur so l seulem ent;
M oi, je  l 'a i  dans l 'e s p r i t . . .

(3: 11. 4-11; 14-16)
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La F on ta ine 's  personal in tervention  a t the c lo se  of Fables 2 and 3 p o sits

reason as the com pensation for th ese  d isto rted  illu s io n s . In each  c a se ,

the pro tagonists are  beyond the reach  of his w ords, and h is advice is

purely academ ic:

Amants, heureux am ants, voulez-vous voyager?
Que ce so it  aux rives prochaines;

Soyez-vous l 'u n  a 1'autre un monde toujours beau,
Toujours d ivers , toujours nouveau;

T enez-vous lieu de tou t, comptez pour rien  le re s te .
(2: 11. 65-69)

Le singe a v a it raison: ce n 'e s t  pas sur l 'h ab it 
Que la  d iversity  me p la it, c 'e s t  dans l 'e sp rit:
L 'une fournit toujours des ch o ses agr§ables;
L 'autre en moins d 'u n  moment la s se  les  regardants.

(3: 11. 26-29)

In Fable 4, "Le gland e t la  c i t ro u il le ,11 and Fable 5,

"L '4co lier, le p6dant, e t le  maftre d 'un  jardin ," both Garo and the pedant

deceive them selves w ith the illu sion  of reason:

D.ieu s 'e s t  m6pris: p lus je contemple 
C es fruits a in s i p la c e s , p lus i l  sem ble a  Garo 

Que l'on  a fa it un quiproquo. "
C ette  reflexion em barrassant notre homme:
"On ne dort po in t, d i t- i l ,  quand on a tan t d 'e sp r it ."

(4: 11. 17-21)

L a-dessus i l  c ita  Virgile e t CicSron,
Avec force tra its  de sc ien ce .

Son d iscours dura tan t que la  maudite engeance 
Eut le  tem ps de ga te r en cen t lieux le jard in .

(5: 11. 27-30)

The equally  "absurde" extrem es of do ltish  naivet§ and osten ta tious eru­

dition in Fables 4 and 5 produce a caricature  of reason , considerably

d is tan t from true re a so n 's  moderation and control:
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"Dieu ne l 'a  pas voulu: sans doute i l  eu t raison;
J 'en  vois bien a p resen t la  c a u se ."
En louant Dieu de toute c h o se ,
Garo retourne a la  m aison.

(4: 11. 30-33)

. . .  par le p riv ilege 
Q u'ont les pedants de gater la  r a i s o n . . .

Je ha is les p ieces  d'61oquence 
Hors de leur place e t qui n 'o n t point de f i n . . .

(5: 11. 3-4; 31-32)

Illu s ion  takes the form of relig ious b e lie fs  in Fable 6, "Le

sta tua ire  e t la  s ta tue  de Jup iter,"  and Fable 7, "La souris m6tamorphos6e

en f i l le ,"  w ith non-C hristian  relig ions u sed  to exem plify the extrem es:

Le coeur su it ais6m ent l 'e sp rit:
De ce tte  source e s t descendue 
L 'erreur palenne qui se  vit 
Chez tan t de peuples r§pandue.

(6: 11. 25-28)

Une souris tomba du bee d 'un chat-huan t:
Je ne 1 'eusse  pas ram ass£e;

M ais un bramin le fit; je  le c ro is  ais6m ent:
Chaque pays a sa  pensG e. . .
Que notre ame au so rtir d 'un  roi 

Entre dans un ciron, ou dans te lle  autre bete 
Q u 'il p la it  au so rt. C 'e s t  la l 'u n  des poin ts de leur lo i.

(7: 11. 1-4; 9-11)

These fab les caution aga in st delusions of relig ion , the "irrational" prod­

u c t of conflicting perceptions of illu sion  and truth:

Chacun tourne en r6alit6 s
Autant q u 'il peut se s  propres songes:
L'homme e s t  de glace aux v§rit6s,
II e s t  de feu pour les m ensonges.

(6: 11. 33-36)

Le so rc ier du bramin fit sans doute une chose 
Q ui, loin de la  prouver fa it voir sa  fa u sse t£ .
Je prends droit la -d e ssu s  contre le bramin m em e.. .

Tout d6battu , tout b ien pes6 ,
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Les ames des souris e t le s  times des be lles 
Sont tres d iffiren te s  entre e l l e s . . .

Parlez au d iab le , employez la  m agie,
Vous ne d itou rnerez  nul e tre  de sa  fin .

(7: 11. 61-63; 74-76; 79-80)

The ultim ate irony of illu sion  is  provided by Fable 8, "Le

fou qui vend la  s a g e s s e ,"  and Fable 9, "L 'huitre e t les  p la id eu rs ,"  in

which the "fou" and the "juge" rep resen t opposite  extrem es of m adness

and wisdom so exaggerated  that they  actually  m eet in a paradoxical

union of sham reason:

De chercher du sens a la  chose ,
On se fut fa it s iffle r a in s i qu 'un ignorant.

La ra ison  e s t - e l le  garant 
De ce que fa it un fo u ? . . .
Un des dupes un jour a lia  trouver un sag e ,

Q ui, san s h is  ite r  da vantage,
Lui d i t :" . .  .
Vous n 'e te s  point trom pi ce fou vend la  s a g e s s e ."

(8: 11. 18-21; 24-26; 31)

Perrin fort gravem ent ouvre l 'h u itre , e t la  gruge,
Nos deux m essieurs le regardant.

Ce repas fa i t ,  il d it  d 'un  ton de president:
"Tenez, la  cour vous donne a chacun une ic a i l le ,
Sans d ip e n s , e t q u 'en  paix  chacun chez so i s 'en  a il le ."

(9: 11. 17-21)

La F on ta ine 's  notion of m easured b e h a v io r  the ab ility  to

recognize and combat the e x c e sse s  of illu sion  se t forth in Fable 1 ("Le 

d ip o s ita ire  infidele") and conversely  defined by its  absence from Fables 

2 - 9  reappears in Fable 10, "Le loup e t le chien m aigre," which con­

cludes and unifies the f irs t part of Book IX:

Je f is  voir que lacher ce qu 'on  a dans la  m ain,
Sous espo ir de g rosse  aventure,
E st imprudence toute pure.

(10: 11. 4-6)
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This fable adds a fu rther dim ension to  our understanding of rea so n , now

revealed  as a  pragm atic fo rc e , unique in every individual and wholly

adaptable to  h is  v ita l needs:

Le pecheur e u t raison; carp illon  n 'e u t pas to rt.
Chacun dit ce  q u 'il p eu t pour d§fendre sa  v ie.

(10: 11. 7-8)

The p o e t's  d isdain  for the bad  judgment of the gullible wolf:

. . .  II § ta it  fort agile;
M ais i l  n 'S ta it pas fort habile:

Ce loup ne sa v a it pas encor bien son m etier.
(10: 11. 30-32)

explains and complements h is  admiration of those who fu lfill the  promise

of th e ir na tu res in the  "D iscours a  Madame de la  Sabliere."

Fable 11, "Rien de t r o p ," is  the  pivotal point in Book IX's

balance of illu sio n  and rea lity  and effec ts  a smooth transition  from the

in tangib le , sp iritu a l realm  o f the "illu sion" se ries  (Fables 1 -10), evoked

in the f irs t s ix  lines:

Je ne vois po in t de creature 
Se com porter modir^m ent.
II e s t  certa in  temperament 
Que le  m aitre de la  nature 

Veut que l 'o n  garde en  tout. Le fa it-o n ?  Nullem ent.
Soit en  b ien , so it en  mal, c e la  n 'a rrive  guere.

(11 : 11. 1- 6)

to the tan g ib le , p h y sica l e x c e sse s  and actions of the "reality" se ries

(Fables 1 2 -"D isco u rs"), suggested  in the la s t  six  lines:

De tous les  anim aux l'homme a le p lus de pente 
A se  porter dedans l 'e x c e s .
II faudra fa ire  le proces 

Aux p e tits  comme aux grands. II n 'e s t  Sme vivante



126

Qui ne peche en c e c i. "Rien de trop" e s t  un point 
Dont on parle san s c e s s e ,  e t qu 'on n 'observe  point.

(11: 11. 23-28)

The feeling of "de trop" pervades Fables 12-19, as protago­

n is ts  of th e se  fab les are sw ept into exaggerated behavior beyond the 

control of reason . Thus, the taper of Fable 12, "Le c ie rg e ," the traveler 

of Fable 13, "Jupiter e t le  p a ssa g e r ,"  and the  fox of Fable 14, "Le chat 

e t le  ren ard ,"  dazzled  by chim eras of fam e, greed and superiority , 

though tlessly  plunge them selves into fa ta l predicam ents:

Un d 'eux  voyant la  terre  en brique au feu durcie 
Vaincre l 'e ffo rt des a n s , i l  eu t la meme env ie ,
Et, nouvel Emp6docle aux flammes condamnS,

Par sa  propre e t  pure fo lie ,
I l se  langa dedans. Ce fut mal ra is o n n £ .. .

(12: 11. 11-15)

M ais apres quelques jours le dieu l 'a ttra p a  b ien ,
Envoyant un songe lu i dire 

Q u'un te l  treso r e ta it  en te l lie u . L'homme au voeu 
Courut au treso r comme au feu:

Il trouva des v o le u rs .. .
"Tu te  moques de nous, m eurs, e t va chez P lu to n .. . "

(13: 11. 20-24; 31)

L 'autre f it cen t tours in u tile s ,
Entra dans cent te r r ie rs , mit cen t fo is en d£faut 

Tous le s  confreres de Brifaut.
Partout i l  ten ta  des a s i le s ,
Et ce fu t partout san s succes:

La fum£e y pourvut a in s i que le s  b a s s e ts .
Au so rtir d 'un te rrie r , deux ch iens aux p ieds ag iles 

L 'etranglerent du prem ier bond.
Le trop d 'exped ien ts peut gater une a f f a i r e . . .

(14: 11. 25-33)

The unloved husband, the m iser and the  ca t of Fable 15, "Le mari, la

femme, e t  le  vo leur,"  Fable 16, "Le tr£sor e t  le s  deux hom m es," and
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Fable 17, "Le singe e t  le c h a t,"  expend them selves in pursuit of p o sse s ­

sions which can never belong to them:

J'en  a i pour preuve ce t am ant,
Qui brula sa  m aison pour em brasser s a  dame,

L'em portant a travers la  flamme,
(15: 11. 32-34)

L 'avare rarem ent fin it se s  jours sans pleurs;
II a le moins de part au tr6sor q u 'i l  en serre ,

T hesaurisant pour les voleurs,
Pour se s  p aren ts , ou pour la  terre .

(16: 11. 29-32)
. .  .Raton avec sa  p a tte ,

D 'une maniere d e lic a te ,
Ecarte un peu la  cendre, e t re tire  le s  do ig ts ,

Puis le s  reporte a p lusieu rs fo is;
Tire un marron, puis deux, e t pu is tro is  en escroque,

Et cependant Bertrand le s  croque.
(17: 11. 19-24)

F inally , the behavior of the pro tagonists in Fable 18, "Le milan e t le 

ro ss ig n o l,"  and Fable 19, "Le berger e t  son troupeau ," illu s tra te s  in­

s t in c t 's  domination of reaso n , a s  the sp iritua l p leas of the nightingale 

and the  shepherd are overwhelmed by th e  ex trem e, physica l reactions of 

the k ite  and the sheep:

Le milan alors lu i replique:
"Vraiment, nous voici bien: lorsque je  su is  a jeun ,

Tu me viens parler de m u s iq u e .. .
Pour un m ilan, i l  s 'e n  rira:
Ventre affam§ n 'a  point d 'o re il le s ."

(18: 11. 14-16; 19-20)

Il harangua tou t le troupeau ,
Les c h e fs , la  m ultitude, e t ju squ 'au  moindre agneau,

Les conjurant de tenir ferme:
C ela  seu l su ffira it pour ecarte r le s  loups.
Foi de peuple d 'honneur, ils  lu i promirent tous 

De ne bouger non plus qu 'un te rm e .. .
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Un loup paru t, tou t le troupeau s 'en fu it:
Cs n '§ ta i t  p as  un loup , ce n 'en  £ ta it  que l'om bre.

(19: 11. 14-19; 26-27)

The 246 lin e s  of Fables 12-19 , w hich d e ta il the estrangem ent 

of reason  and ac tio n , are ba lanced  by the 237 lin es of the "D iscours a 

Madame de la  Sabliere," La F o n ta in e 's  eloquent refu ta tion  of D esca rte s ' 

theory of the "anim al-m achine" , where the anim al pro tagonists are en ­

dowed w ith a p e rsu asiv e  equilibrium  of "reason" and action . The 

"D iscours" appears as the  tw en tie th  fab le  in Book IX, y e t i t  is  not d e s ig ­

nated  by the num eral 20. This fac to r and th e  extraordinary length  of the 

fab le  su g g est th a t i t  i s  sim ultaneously  p a rt of and d is tin c t from the re s t  

of the  book. Indeed , the  "D iscours" e x is ts  on two separa te  lev e ls : a s 

the veh ic le  for the p resen ta tio n  of G a ssen d i's  d o c trin es1 and a lso  as the 

resounding achievem ent and conclusion  of Book IX.

The "D iscours" is  a tribu te  to  the "pure" reason  of an im als,

w hich functions in  equal m easure w ith  th e ir  actions:

N §cessit6  l'in g ^n ieu se  
Leur fournit une inven tion .

Comme i ls  pouvaien t gagner leur h ab ita tio n ,
L '6com ifleur 6 tan t a dem i-quart de lie u e ,
L'un se  mit su r le  d o s , p rit l 'o eu f entre s e s  b r a s . . .
Q u'on m 'a ille  so u ten ir, apres un te l  r6 c it,

Que le s  b e te s  n 'o n t poin t d 'e s p r i t . . .
J 'a ttrib u e ra is  a 1 'anim al

iRen^ Ja s in sk i, "Sur la  philosophie  de La Fontaine dans le s  
Livres VII a XII des F a b le s , " Revue d 'h is to ire  de la  philosophie e t 
d 'h is to ire  g£n£rale de la  c iv il iz a tio n , F a sc . 4, (15 d£c. 1933), pp. 316* 
330.
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Non point une raison  selon notre m aniere,
M ais beaucoup plus au ss i qu 'un  aveugle re sso rt.

("D iscours": 11. 190-194; 197-198; 204-206) .

in a balanced moderation not threatened by the e x c e sse s  of human se lf-  

indulgence ("De tous les animaux l'homme a le p lus de pen te/A  se  porter 

dedans l 'e x c e s"  -  11: 11. 23-24). In fac t, La F on ta ine 's  d isapproval of 

m an's tendency to w aste  h is superior ab ility  is  m anifest in  every s itu a ­

tion he describes:

Que de raisonnem ents pour conserver se s  jo u rs !
Le retour sur ses  p a s , les m alices, le s  to u rs ,

Et le change, e t cen t stratagem es 
Dignes des plus grands ch efs , dignes d 'un  m eilleur sort!

On le d§chire apres sa  mort:
Ce sont tous se s  honneurs suprem es.

("D iscours": 11. 76-81)

Et pu is quand le ch asseu r cro it que son ch ien  la  p ille ,
Elle lui d it ad ieu , prend sa  vol§e, e t rit 
De l'hom m e, qui confus des yeux en vain la  su it.

("D iscours": 11. 89-91)

Non loin du Nord il  e s t  un monde 
Ou l'o n  s a i t  que les habitants 
Vi vent a in s i qu 'aux  premiers tem ps 
Dans une ignorance profonde:

Je parle  des humains; car quant aux anim aux,
I ls  y  constru isen t des tra v a u x .. .
Et nos pare ils ont beau le voir,
Jusqu 'a  p resen t tout leur savoir 
E st de p a sse r  l'onde a  la  nage.

("D iscours": 11. 92-97; 111-113)

Ces anim aux, d i t - i l ,  sont germains du renard.
Jamais la  guerre avec tan t d 'a rt 
Ne s 'e s t  fa ite  parmi les  hommes,
Non pas meme au s ie c le  ou nous som m es.

("D iscours": 11. 126-129)
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The natu ra l, unaffected reason  th a t pervades the "D iscours" 

is  the very a n tith e s is  of its  a rtific ia l counterpart in Fable 1 ("Le 

d6positaire  in fid e le"), and the tension  betw een them, d isp ersed  through­

out the  other eigh teen  fab le s , supports the ex q u is ite ly  balanced struc­

ture of Book IX.
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The c e le s tia l  chords of La F on ta ine 's  hymn to m an's so u l,

which f i l l  the c losing  lines of Book DC w ith a sense  of infinite grandeur:

Nous aurions un double tresor;
L'un ce tte  ame pare ille  en tous tan t que nous sommes,

Sages, fous, en fan ts , id io ts ,
H otes de l 'un ivers  sous le nom d'anim aux;
L 'autre encore une autre ame, entre  nous e t le s  anges 

Commune en un certa in  degr6;
Et ce  treso r a part cr§6 

Suivrait parmi les airs le s  c e le s te s  phalanges,
E ntrerait dans un point sans en e tre  p ress6 ,
Ne fin ira it jam ais quoique ayant commence,

C hoses r§e lie s  quoique d tranges.
("D iscours": 11. 220-230)

are sha tte red  by the explosive violence and b ru tality  of the f ir s t  fab le  of

Book X, "L'homme e t  la  couleuvre. " In the revelation  of a moment we

see  the  divine gift of reason  tw isted  by the very being priv ileged enough

to p o ss e s s  i t ,  an unconscionable abuse su sta in ed  by power alone:

A ces  mots le serpent se  la is s a n t a ttraper 
E st p ris , mis en un sa c , e t ,  ce qui fut le p ire ,
On rSsolut s a  mort, fu t- il  coupable ou non.
Afin de le payer tou tefo is de ra iso n ,

L’autre lu i f it c e tte  h a ra n g u e .. .
Enfin i l  repartit: "Tes ra isons sont frivo les .
Je pourrais decider, car ce dro it m 'a p p a rtie n t.. . "

(1: 11. 7-11; 28-29)

The v o lte -face  con trast betw een the "D iscours a Madame de la  Sabliere"

and "L'homme e t la  couleuvre" is  a graphic introduction to the  main 

theme of Book X w hich illu s tra te s  the contam ination of reason by power 

and the  v ictim ization  of the hap less  indiv idual caught in the  strugg le .
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Unlike the freely  balanced "open" structure of Book IX, 

where two groups of fab les are suspended on a cen tra l support (Fable 11, 

"Rien de tro p "), the fifteen  fab les and 703 lines of Book X are se t in a 

"closed" schem e. Thus, the nine interior fab les contain ing o n e -h a lf the 

to ta l number of lines (Fables 4 -12 , with 352 lines) are surrounded at 

each  end by Fables 1-3 and Fables 13-15, whose respec tive  to ta ls  of 

174 lines and 177 lines represen t an alm ost equal d iv ision  of the rem ain­

ing 351 lin e s . (Diagram 10.)

W ith its  tripartite  p resen tation  of fab les (whose pro tagonists 

are segregated  in three d is tin c t groups of gods, nobles and commoners) 

and a notew orthy prevalence of tripartite  descrip tions:

. . .  ta  ju s tic e ,
C 'e s t  ton u tility , ton p la is ir , ton c a p r ic e . . .

(1: 11. 2 0 - 21 )

Que tout e s t  ne pour eux , quadrupedes, e t  g en s,
Et se rpen ts.

(1: 11. 86-87)

Vous verrez m ainte r§publique,
M aint royaum e, maint p eup le . . .

(2 : 11. 10 - 11)

C hiens, c h a sse u rs , v illag eo is , s 'a ssem b len t pour s a  perte .
(5: 1. 8)

. . .  pour un ane rogneux,
Pour un mouton pourri, pour quelque chien  h a rg n eu x .. .

(5: 11. 16-17)

I’adroit, le v ig ilan t, e t le fort sont as s i s . . .
(6: 1. 27)

Tu n 'a s  q u 'a  p a sse r  ce torrent;
P u is , prenant dans te s  bras un 616phant de pierre
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Que tu verras couch6 par te r re ,
Le porter d 'une hale ine au sommet de ce m o n t.. .

(13: 11. 12-15)

Un in tire t  de b ie n s , de grandeur, e t de g lo ir e . . .
(14: 1. 43)

* s
Aux gouverneurs d 'E ta ts , a certa in s  c o u rtisan s ,
A gens de tous m e tie r s .. .

(14: 11. 44-45)

La F on ta ine 's  d isse rta tio n  on power sub tly  brings to mind the three p re-

Revolutionary soc ia l g ro u p s  the F irs t E sta te  (clergy), the Second

E sta te  (nobles) and the Third E state (com m oners) w hich trapped their

members in rigidly de lin ea ted  spheres of c la s s  and pow er.

La F on ta ine 's  introductory prem ise , framed by Fable 1 

("L'homme e t la  cou leuvre"), Fable 2, "La tortue e t le s  deux can a rd s ,"  

and Fable 3 , "Les po isso n s e t le  corm oran," illu s tra te s  the  insurm ount­

ab le  odds against the su c c e ss  of reason  among ind iv iduals preoccupied 

w ith  the  acqu isition  and sustenance of power. The man of Fable 1, who 

ty rann ica lly  supp resses reason  to p ro tec t h is abso lu te  power:

L'homme trouvant m auvais que l 'o n  l 'e u t  convaincu ,
Voulut a toute force avoir cause  g a g n § e .. .

On en use  a in s i chez le s  grands.
La raison  les offense; ils  se  m ettent en tete
Que tout e s t  n§ pour eux, quadrupedes, e t g e n s ,

Et se rpen ts .
(1: 11. 79-80; 84-87) 

and the to rto ise  of Fable 2, who am bitiously ignores reason  to assum e 

the power of a higher so c ia l position:

Volontiers gens boiteux h a is se n t le l o g i s . . .
"M iracle! c r ia it-o n . Venez voir dans le s  nues

P asse r la  reine des to rtu es .
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-L a reine! Vraiment ou i. Je la  su is  en effet;
Ne vous en moquez p o in t ." . . .

(2: 11. 4; 25-28)

exh ib it equally  destructive  reactions to the irre s is tib le  a ttraction  of 

power. The in sigh t provided by the w ilful re jection  of rea so n , common 

to the pro tagonists in Fables 1 and 2, leads to the  in tu itive comprehen­

sion of human n a tu re 's  fa ta l flaw , the  failure to accep t re a so n 's  moder­

ating force . And once Fable 3 reveals  the exclusion  of reason from the 

urge to victim ize the weak (under the guise  of necessity ) that dom inates 

the human condition:

Tout cormoran se sert de pourvoyeur lui-m em e.
Le notre un peu trop vieux pour voir au fond des eaux,

N 'ayan t ni f ile ts  ni reseau x ,
Souffrait une d ise tte  e x tre m e .. .
II leur apprit a  leurs d§pens

Que l 'o n  ne doit jam ais avoir de confiance
En ceux qui sont mangeurs de g e n s .

I ls  y perdirent peu, puisque l'hum aine engeance
En aurait a u ss i bien croque sa  bonne part;
Qu'im porte qui vous m ange? homme ou loup, toute panse 

Me para tt une a c e t dgard;
Un jour plus to t, un jour plus ta rd ,
Ce n 'e s t  pas grande difference.

(3: 11. 7-10; 40-48)

the scene has been se t for the developm ent of the nine fab les th a t com­

pose the body of Book X.

These in terior fab les (Fables 4-12) dep ic t the natural b a l­

ance of forces w hich su sta in  the w ill to survive even w ithin  the unyield­

ing lim itations of power. The se ries  opens w ith Fable 4 , "L 'enfou isseur 

e t  son com pere ," a le sso n  on the fam iliar theme of counteracting ab­

so lu tes:
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Mon am i, j 'a i  p iti4  de ton erreur extreme;
Apprends de moi ce tte  legon:

Le bien n 'e s t  bien q u 'en  tan t que l'o n  s 'e n  peut d§faire 
Sans c e la  c 'e s t  un m a l . . .

(4: 11. 11-14)

rendered more d istinc tive  th is  time by its  conjunction w ith the  individu­

a l 's  triumph over his marauding peers;

Et le pauvre voleur, ne trouvant plus son gage,
Pens a tomber de sa  hauteur.

II n 'e s t  pas m alais§ de tromper un trompeur.
(4: 11. 33-35)

Fable 5 , "Le loup e t les b e rg e rs ,"  Fable 6, "L 'araign§e e t

l 'h iro n d e lle ," and Fable 7, "La perdrix e t le s  c o q s ," produce a balanced

equation of life fo rces, in  w hich spec ific  outrages of the powerful are

cancelled  by the  un iversal d ic ta te s  of nature:

Ce loup avait ra iso n . E s t- il  d it qu 'on nous voie 
Faire fe s tin  de toute pro ie,

M anger le s  anim aux, e t  nous le s  r^duirons 
Aux m ets de l 'ag e  d 'o r autant que nous pourrons?

Ils  n 'au ron t ni croc n i marmite?
B ergers, b e rg e rs , le loup n' a tort 
Que quand i l  n 'e s t  p as  le plus fort.

(5: 11. 34-40)

La soeur de Philom ele, a tten tive  a sa  proie,
Malgr6 le bestion  happait mouches dans l 'a i r ,
Pour se s  p e tits , pour e lle , im pitoyable jo ie ,
Que se s  enfants g lou tons, d 'un  bee toujours o u v e r t . . .
Jupin pour chaque 6 ta t mit deux tab les au monde.

'ad ro it, le  v ig ilan t, e t  le fort sont a s s is  
A la  prem iere; e t les  p e tits  
M angent leur res te  a la  seconde.

(6: 11. 15-18; 26-29)

Ce peuple cependant, fort sou vent en furie,
Pour la  dame £trangere ayant peu de re sp ec t,
Lui donnait fort sou vent d 'horrib les coups de b e e . . .

Jupiter sur un seu l modele



137

N ’a p as formd tous le s  esp rlts :
II e s t  des na tu re ls  de coqs e t  de perdrix.

(7: 11. 8-10; 16-18)

And as if to  underscore the fragile re la tiv ity  of earth ly  power, Jupiter, 

symbol of ubiquitous and ultim ate pow er, makes h is only appearances 

of Book X in these  same th ree  fab les (Fable 5, line 9; Fable 6, lines 1 

and 26; Fable 7, line 16).

C ountervailing currents of "bien" and "mal" flow through 

Fable 8 , "Le chien a  qui on a  coupd le s  o re ille s ."  M ouflar's bad for­

tune is  tem pered by an equivalent m easure of good fortune, which com­

p en sa te s  for h is  m aste r 's  gratuitous cruelty:

"Q u 'a i- je  fa it  pour me voir a insi 
M utild par mon propre maitre ? . . . "

M ouflar y croyait perdre; il v it avec le temps 
Q u 'il y  gagnait beaucoup; car e tan t de nature 
A p ille r se s  p a re ils , mainte mdsaventure 

L 'aura it fa it  retourner chez lui 
Avec c e tte  partie  en cent lieux  a ltd rde . . .

(8: 11. 1-2; 10-14)

Fable 8 is  the  negative  image of Fable 4 ("L 'enfouisseur e t son compere"),

which rev ea ls  the in c ip ien t ev il w ithin  good fortune ("Le bien n 'e s t  bien

q u 'en  tan t que l 'o n  s 'e n  peu t ddfaire /S ans ce la  c 'e s t  un ma l . . -  lin es

13-14). Fable 8 and Fable 4 are jo ined  by their common lesso n  on the

duality  of good and e v il, and th is resem blance is further strengthened by

a p a ra lle l concern for se lf-p reservation :

Le compere a u ss ito t  va rem ettre en sa  place 
L*argent void, prdtendant bien 

Tout reprendre a la  fo is sans q u 'il  y  manquat rien .
M ais pour ce coup 1'autre fut sage:
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II re tin t tou t chez lu i, rSsolu de jouir,
Plus n 'e n ta s s e r , plus n 'enfouir.

(4: 11. 27-32)

Le moins qu 'on peu t la is s e r  de p rise  aux dents d 'au tru i 
C 'e s t  m ieux. Quand on n 'a  qu 'un  endroit a  defendre,

On le munit de peur d 'e sc lan d re .
(8: 11. 16-18)

The next three fab les illu s tra te  La F on ta ine 's  notion tha t

power autom atically  p revails over reason:

" . . .  D Sfiez-vous des rois:
Leur faveur e s t  g lis sa n te , on s 'y  trompe; e t  le p ire ,
C 'e s t  qu’i l  en coute cher; de p a re ille s  erreurs 
Ne produisent jam ais que d 'illu s tre s  m alheurs.
Vous ne co n n a issez  pas l 'a t tra i t  qui vous engage.
Je vous parle  en am i. Craignez to u t ." L 'autre r i t . . .

(9: 11. 25-30)

O vous, p asteu rs d'hum ains e t non pas de b reb is,
Rois qui croyez gagner par ra isons le s  e sp rits  

D 'une multitude Strang e re ,
Ce n 'e s t  jam ais par la  que l 'o n  en vient a bout;

Il y  faut une autre maniere:
Servez-vous de vos re ts , la  pu issance  fa it tout.

(10: 11. 30-35)

"Ami, rev iens chez moi; que nous se rt de p leurer?
H aine, vengeance e t  deu il, la isso n s  tout a la  p o r te . . .  
C onso lons-nous tous deux, e t  rev iens dans ta  c a g e ."

Le perroquet dit: "Sire ro i,
C ro is-tu  qu 'ap res un te l  outrage 
Je me doive fier a to i ? . . .

(11: 11. 35-36; 44-47)

as reason  proves an inadequate match for the lure of power in Fable 9,

"Le berger e t le ro i ,"  the exerc ise  of power in Fable 10, "Les po issons

e t le berger qui joue de la  f lu te ," and the th rea t of power in Fable 11,

"Les deux perroquets, le  roi e t son f i ls ."  M oreover, Fables 9 and 11

c learly  imply th a t rea so n 's  supremacy depends on i ts  unconditional 

separation  from the corrupting influence of power:
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" . . .  sortons de ces  riches p a la is  
Comme l'o n  so rtira it d 'un  songe.

Sire, pardonnez-m oi c e tte  exclam ation .
J 'av a is  pr6vu ma chute en montant sur le fa ite .
Je m 'y su is trop complu; mais qui n 'a  dans la  te te  

Un p e tit grain d' ambition ?"
(9: 11. 72-77)

"Tu m 'allegues le sort; p r£ tends-tu  par ta  foi 
Me leurrer de l 'ap p a t d 'un  profane langage?
M ais que la  Providence ou bien que le destin  

Regie les a ffa ires du monde,
II e s t 6crit la -h au t q u 'au  fa ite  de ce pin 

Ou dans quelque foret profonde 
J 'acheverai mes jours lo in  du fa ta l ob jet 

Qui doit t 'e t r e  un ju s te  su je t 
De haine e t de fureur. Je sa is  que la  vengeance 
E st un morceau de r o i . . .

. . .  i l  me fau t pour le mieux 
Eviter ta  main e t te s  y e u x ."

(11: 11. 48-57; 59-60)

The lesso n  of Fable 12, "La lionne e t  l 'o u rs e ,"  is  derived 

from Fables 4 and 8 ("L 'enfouisseur e t  son compere" and "Le chien a qui 

on a coup6 le s  o re ille s" ) , w hich advocate the pragm atic accep tance of 

l ife 's  inev itab le  and unpredictable fo rtunes. In Fable 12, La Fontaine 

would seem to  urge the individual to  adopt a positive  attitude of philo­

soph ical resignation  rather than  to indulge in a  weak acceptance of de­

feat:

Si tan t de m eres se  son t tu e s ,
Que ne vous ta ise z -v o u s  a u ss i?
-M oi me ta ire  ? moi m alheureuse!

Ah! j 'a i  perdu mon f i ls !  il me faudra tra iner 
Une v ie ille sse  douloureuse.

-D ites-m o i, qui vous force a vous y condamner?
(12: 11. 15-20)

a s  the plight of each indiv idual life is  reevaluated  in a un iversal context 

and assigned  a middle position  on the infin ite  sca le  of rela tiv ity :
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M is§rables hum ains, cec i s 'a d re sse  a vous:
Je n 'en tends r^sonner que des p la in tes frivo les.
Quiconque en p a re il c a s  se cro it hai des c ieux ,
Q u 'il considere  H §cube, i l  rendra gr&ce aux dieux.

(12: 11. 23-26)

W ith the m as te r- ta c tic  of reverse psychology, which im­

m ediately rec a lls  and su b s ta n tia te s  the  "D iscours a Madame de la  

Sabliere" and its  challenge to  the cartesian theory of m an's supreme

reason , La Fontaine deploys h is  forces in Book X 's c o n c lu s io n  Fable

13, "Les deux aventuriers e t le ta lism a n ," , Fable 14, "D iscours a 

M onsieur le due de la  R ochefoucauld ," and Fable 15, "Le m archand, le

gentilhomme, le p a tre , e t le f ils  de r o i "  to  ex to l the su c ce ss  of

human na tu re 's  indom itable and anim al-like  in s tin c t for surv ival. Fable 

13, a parab le, exp lo its the anonymity of its  fic tive  nature:

Aucun chemin de fleu rs ne conduit a la  g lo ire .
Je n 'e n  veux pourt§m oin qu 'H ercule e t  se s  travaux.

Ce dieu n 'a  guere de rivaux:
J'en vois peu dans la  F ab le , encor moins dans l'H isto ire .
En voici pourtant un que de vieux ta lism ans 
Firent chercher fortune au pays des rom ans.

(13: 11. 1-6)

to deliver the  m ost outspoken critic ism  of "superior" reason ing 's  ab ility

to neu tra lize  decisive  action:

Fortune aveugle su it aveugle h a rd ie s se .
Le sage quelquefo is fa it  bien d 'exScuter,
Avant que de donner le temps a la  sa g esse  
D 'env isager le  fa i t ,  e t  san s la  consu lte r.

(13: 11. 52-55)

Fable 14, a m iniature "d iscours" tha t c learly  re flec ts  Book DC's 

"D iscours":
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Je me su is  sou vent d it, voyant de quelle sorte 
L'homme ag it, e t q u 'il  se comporte 

En mille occasions comme les  animaux:
Le roi de c e s  g e n s - la  n 'a  pas moins de defauts 

Que ses  su je ts , e t la  nature 
A mis dans chaque creature 

Quelque grain d 'une m asse ou pu isen t le s  e sp rits :
J 'en tends le s  e sp rits -co rp s  e t p6tris de m atiere.

(14: 11. 1-8)

superim poses the actions of anim als and human beings un til the sup­

posed separation  betw een them becomes virtually  ind istingu ishab le :

M ais le danger s 'o u b lie , e t ce tte  peur s i grande
S '§vanouit b ien to t. Je revois les lapins
Plus ga is  qu 'auparavant revenir sous mes m ains.
Ne reconnait-on  pas en ce la  le s  hum ains?

D isperses par quelque orage 
A peine ils  touchent le port 
Q u 'ils  vont hasarder encor 
Me me ven t, meme naufrage.
Vrais lap ins on le s  revoit 
Sous le s  mains de la  Fortune.

Joignons a c e t exemple une chose commune.
Quand le s  ch iens Strangers p a ssen t par quelque endroit 

Qui n 'e s t  pas de leur d§troit.
Je la is s e  a penser quelle  fe te .
Les ch iens du lieu n 'ay an ts  en te te  

Q u'un in te re t de gueule , a c r is , a coups de d en ts ,
Vous accom pagnent ces  p a ssan ts  
Jusqu 'aux confins du territo ire ,

Un in te re t de biensy de grandeur, e t de g lo ire ,
Aux gouverneurs d 'E ta ts , a certa ins co u rtisan s,
A gens de tous m etiers en fa it tou t au tan t fa ire .

On nous voit to u s , pour 1'ord inaire,
P iller le survenant, nous je te r  sur sa  peau .
La coquette  e t 1'auteur sont de ce carac tere .

(14: 11. 25-48)

The p ro tagonists of Fable 15, trapped together in a microcosmic socie ty

beyond the influence of power and so c ia l c la ss :

Q uatre chercheurs de nouveaux m ondes,
Presque nus 6chapp6s a la  fureur des ondes,
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Un trafiquan t, un noble, un p a tre , un f ils  de ro i,
R6duits au sort de B 61isaire .. .

(15: 11. 1-4)

are kep t from certa in  death by surv ival "reasoning" of a b a sica lly  animal 

nature:

Le patre dit: "Amis, vous parlez b ien , mais quoi!
Le mois a trente  jours; ju sq u 'a  ce tte  6ch6ance 

Jeunerons-nous, par votre fo i?
Vous me donnez une esp§rance 

Belle, mais £loign6e; e t cependant j 'a i  faim .
Qui pourvoira de nous au diner de demain?

Ou p lu to t sur quelle  assurance  
Fondez-vous, d ite s-m o i, le souper d 'au jou rd 'hu i?

Avant tout au tre , c 'e s t  celu i 
Dont i l  s 'ag it: votre sc ience  

E st courte la -d e ssu s ; ma main y su p l§ e ra ."
(15: 11. 33-43)

Thus, La Fontaine ends Book X on a note of genuine optimism and with 

regenerated  fa ith  in m an's natural ab ility  to survive l ife 's  w orst condi­

tions:

Je conclus de ce tte  a venture 
Q u 'il ne faut pas tan t d 'a r t  pour conserver se s  jours,

Et grace aux dons de la  n a tu re ,
La main e s t le plus sur e t le plus prompt secours .

(15: 11. 49-52)
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BOOK XI

Brevity is  the hallm ark of Book XI, the fifth and fina l part of 

the deuxiema re c u e il . La F on ta ine 's  pragm atic v ision of l i f e 's  inevitab le  

balance is  c la rified  and captured here as he leads his reader toward the 

philosophical reconcilia tion  of reason  and power within the deceptively  

narrow confines of nine fab les  and 500 lin e s . W hereas Books VII, VIII,

IX and X are d istingu ished  by th e ir subtle  structural va ria tions, Book XI 

pro jec ts an alm ost elem entary sim plicity  of design . Its fab les  are divid­

ed into three groups th a t equal alm ost perfect th irds (Fables 1-3 contain 

166 lines; F ab les 4 -6 , 161 lines; and Fables 7 -9 , 173 lin e s), which then 

form a network of vertica l (inter-group) and horizontal (intra-group) cor­

respondences. (Diagram 11.)

In the f irs t six  fa b le s , La Fontaine appears to be conducting 

m etaphorical sc ien tif ic  stu d ies  on the conflicting forces of power and 

reason; each would seem  to  be reduced to its  e lem ents, sc ru tin ized  and 

fitted  in to  the schem e of a conclusive  dem onstration. Fable 1, "Le l io n ," 

Fable 2, "Pour M onseigneur le due du M aine,"  and Fable 3, "Le ferm ier, 

le ch ien , e t le ren a rd ,"  p resen t the p o e t's  an a ly sis  of power and its  phys­

ic a l, sp iritua l and moral p roperties . The resu lts  suggest pow er's fourfold 

character: p h y sica l, sp iritu a l, natural (which is  acceptable and although 

founded on fea r, not p red icated  on destruction), and assum ed (which is 

not accep tab le , a lso  founded on fea r and wholly in tent on destru c tio n ). 

Thus, the lion in Fable 1 em bodies power that is  both "physical":
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"Tels o rphelin s, Seigneur, ne ms font point piti6:
II fau t de c e lu i-c i  conserver l 'am iti6 ,

Ou s 'e ffo rce r de le d£truire 
Avant que la  griffe e t la  dent 

Lui so it c rue , e t q u 'il  so it en 6 ta t de nous n u ir e . . . "
(1: 11. 17-21)

and "n a tu ra l" , with a legitim ate function in the un iversa l balance of life:

A paisez le lion: seu l i l  p a sse  en pu issance  
Ce monde d 'a ll ie s  vivants sur notre bien;
Le lion en a tro is qui ne lu i coutent rien ,
Son courage, sa  fo rce , avec sa  v ig ilance .

(1: 11. 38-41)

and a lso  d irec tly  re la ted  to its  p redecesso r in Book X 's Fable 6

("L'araign§e e t l 'h irondelle"):

Jupin pour chaque 6 ta t mit deux tab le s  au monde.
L 'adroit, le v ig ilan t, e t le fort son t a s s is  

A la  premiere; e t le s  pe tits  
M angent leur res te  a la  seco n d e .

(X, 6: 11. 16-19)

Sim ilarly, Jup iter's young son in Fable 2 exem plifies power tha t is  both

"sp iritua l"  and "natu ra l" , deserv ing  w ithout question  the supreme rank

accorded it:

Le fils  de Jupiter devait par sa  na issan ce  
Avoir un autre e sp rit e t d 'au tre s  dons des cieux 

Que les  enfants des autres dieux. . .
L‘Amour avait raison: de quoi ne v ien t a bout 

L 'esp rit jo in t au dSsir de p la ire?
(2: 11. 15-17; 47-48)

F inally , the farm sr and the fox of Fable 3 illu s tra te  a v io len t extreme of 

power tha t is  "physical" and "assum ed", thrives on random acts  of un­

controlled brute force:

Le voleur tourne tan t q u 'il  entre au lieu  g u e tte ,
Le ddpeuple , rem plit de m eutres la  citS;

Les marques de s a  cruautS

/ '
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Parurent avec l 'a u b e :o n  v it un 6 talage
De corps sa n g lan ts , e t de carnage.

(3: 11. 26-30)

and reaffirm s i ts e lf  in arbitrary suppression  of reason:

Ce chien p a rla it tre s  a propos.
Son raisonnem ent pouvait etre 
Fort bon dans la  bouche d 'un  maitre;
M ais n 'e ta n t que d 'un  sim ple ch ien ,
On trouva q u 'i l  ne v a la it r ien .
On vous sangla  le pauvre d rille .

(3: 11. 54-59)

In Fable 1 ("Le lion"), the lio n 's  genuine physica l superiority  is  an a c ­

cep tab le  moral ju stifica tio n  of h is power, a s is  the genuine sp iritual 

superiority  of Jup iter's son in Fable 2 ("Pour M onseigneur le due du 

M aine"). When power is  ex erc ised  w ithout th is nuance of m orality, as 

by the protagonists of Fable 3 ("Le ferm ier, le ch ien , e t  le renard"), it  

fa lls  below the exalted  realm of balance and order into the common do­

main of cruelty  and abuse.

The transition  from the firs t se r ie s  of fab les (Fables 1-3) to

the s e c o n d  Fable 4, "Le songe d 'un  hab itan t du M ogol," Fable 5 , "Le

lion , le s inge , e t les  deux a n e s ,"  and Fable 6, "Le loup e t le re n a rd "----

is  accom panied by an abrupt change of tone. The v io lence, la ten t in 

Fable 1 and overt in Fable 3 , that g lares through the poetry in La 

F on ta ine 's  tre a tise  on power is  rep laced  by the muted tones and lyrical 

im ages of Fables 4 and 6, which frame h is d isse rta tion  on reason:

Quand pourront le s  neuf Soeurs, lo in  des cours e t des v illes 
M 'occuper tou t e n tie r , e t m’apprendre des cieux 
Les d ivers mouvemsnts inconnus a nos yeux,
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Les noms e t  le s  vertus de ces c lart6s e rran tes ,
Par qui son t nos d e s tin s  e t nos moeurs diffSrentes ?
Que s i  je ne su is  nfi pour de s i  grands p ro je ts ,
Du moins que le s  ru isseau x  m 'offrent de doux ob jets!

(4: 11. 26-32)

. . .  Un soir il apergut 
La lune au fond d 'un  pu its: l 'o rb icu la ire  image 

Lui parut un ample fromage.
Deux seaux a lternative  me nt 
Pu isaien t le liquide i ld m e n t . . .

Le tem ps qui toujours marche avait pendant deux nuits 
Echancr6 selon 1'ordinaire 

De l 'a s tre  au front d 'a rgen t la face c ircu la ire .
(6: 11. 10-14; 26-28)

Fable 4 dem onstrates "pure" reason  ( " . . .  d es biens san s e m b a rra s ,/

Biens pu rs, p resen ts  du C iel. . -  11. 20-21), beyond the aeg is of

power, an id ea l as  ephem eral as the "songe" and as in tangible as the

"Mogol" in the fa b le 's  t i t le .  This v ision  is  im m ediately tw isted  into the

facsim iles of genuine reason  th a t appear in Fable 5 and Fable 6, as the

creations of so c ia l or indiv idual n ecessity :

L 'am our-propre, a u re b o u rs , fa it qu 'au  degr6 supreme 
On porte se s  p a re ils ; ca r c 'e s t  un bon moyen 

De s 'd le v e r a u ss i  soi-m em e.
De tout ce que d essu s  j'argum ente tres bien 
Q u 'ic i-b a s  maint ta len t n 'e s t  que pure grim ace,
C abale , e t  certain  art de se faire valo ir,
M ieux su des ignorants que des gens de savo ir.

(5: 11. 28-34)

. . .  nous nous la isso n s  seduire 
Sur a u ss i  peu de fondement;
Et chacun c ro it fort ais^m ent 
Ce q u 'i l  c ra in t, e t ce q u 'i l  d e s ire .

(6: 11. 44-47)

These three fab les are the vehicle  for La Fontaine’s persuasive  demon­

stra tion  of h is fa ith  in the unique a ttribu tes of reason . For, like n a tu re 's
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ra re s t e lem ents, reason  does not commonly e x is t in a pure sta te  but 

rather rad ia tes  outward from an irreducible source with enough force 

(even in its  m ost specious forms) to reinforce and su sta in  personal ad­

vantages as d isparate  as those of the poet in Fable 4 ("Le songe d 'un 

habitant du M ogol"), the monkey in Fable 5 ("Le lion , le singe , e t les  

deux Snes") and the fox in Fable 6 ("Le loup e t le renard"):

Quand le moment viendra d 'a lle r  trou.ver les morts
J 'aurai vdcu san s so in s , e t  mourrai sans rem ords.

(4: 11. 39-40)

Ainsi parla ce s inge . On ne m 'a pas su dire
S 'il tra ita  l 'au tre  point; car il e s t  d61icat;
Et notre maitre es arts qui n '6 ta it  pas un fat
Regardait ce lion comma un terrib le  s i r e .

(5: 11. 71-74)

Bien qu 'au  moins mal q u 'il  put il ad ju s ta t l 'h is to ire ,
Le loup fu t un so t de le c ro ire .

II descend , e t son poids emportant l 'au tre  part,
Reguinde en haut maitre renard.

(6: 11. 40-43)

Various com binations of power and reason are m easured into 

Fable 7, "Le paysan  du D anube," Fable 8, "Le v ie illa rd ’e t le s  tro is 

jeunes hom m es," and Fable 9, "Les souris e t le c h a t-h u an t,"  La 

F on ta ine 's  concluding observations, which can be traced  to  their sources 

in Fables 1-3 and Fables 4 -6 . Fables 7-9 add the fin ish ing  touch to the 

book 's m ultidim ensional construction  based  on cy c lica l and in terdepend­

en t patterns of three and issu ing  from the orig inal d iv ision  of nine fab les

into three sym m etrical groups. These th ree-fab le  groups conform to the 

schem atic spec ifica tions of an order tha t in fuses the third fable of each
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with the combined properties of the f irs t two and c rea te s  the entire third

se ries  (Fables 7-9) from a blend of the f irs t two.

Thus, the full swing of the pow er-reason balance can be

seen  in Fable 7 ("Le paysan du Danube") and Fable 8 ("Le vieillard  e t

les tro is jeunes hommes"). R eason 's strong re s is tan c e  to  power in Fable

7 is  suppressed  long before the cosm ic forces of un iversal balance can

sh ift in com pensation:

C raignez, Romains, craignez que le C iel quelque jour 
Ne transporte chez vous les pleurs e t la  m isere,
Et m ettant en nos mains par un ju s te  retour 
Les armes dont se se rt la  vengeance sev ere ,

II ne vous fa sse  en sa  colere 
Nos e sc lav es  a votre tour.

Et pourquoi som m es-nous le s  votres ? qu 'on me die 
Quel droit vous a rendus m aitres de l 'u n iv e r s ? . . .

On ne su t pas longtemps a Rome 
C ette Eloquence en tre ten ir.

(7: 11. 33-41; 93-94)

while in Fable 8, the "power" of youth is  nullified  by the old m an's

reason  and the inevitab le  re -es tab lish m en t of the balanced continuum:

Q uittez le long espo ir, e t les  v a s te s  pens6es;
Tout ce la  ne convient qu’a nous.
-II ne convient pas a vous-m em es,

Repartit lexv ieilla rd . Tout 6 tab lissem ent
Vient tard  e t  dure peu. La main des Parques blem es
De vos jours e t des miens se joue £galem ent. . .
Le v ieillard  eu t r a i s o n . . .

(8: 11. 11-16; 28)

Power and reason  a tta in  stab le  equilibrium  in Fable 9 ("Les 

souris e t  le c h a t-h u an t" ) , the culm ination of Book XI and the apogee of 

pragm atic reason in the deuxieme re c u e il. The ow l, symbol of power

ju stified  by n e ce ss ity  and tem pered by reason:
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"Quand ce peuple e s t  p r is , i l  s 'en fu it:
Done il  fau t le croquer a u ss ito t qu 'on le happe.
Tout, i l  e s t  im possib le . Et puis pour le besoin  
N 'en d o is - je  pas garder: Done i l  fau t avoir soin 

De le nourrir san s q u 'i l  6chappe 
M ais comment? O tons-lu i le s  p ie d s ." . .  .

(9: 11. 35-40)

differs from the fox in Fable 3 ("Le ferm ter, le ch ien , e t  le renard"):

Roulant en son coeur ces  vengeances. . .
Le renard , autre Ajax, aux vo la ille s  funeste ,
Emporte ce q u 'il  p eu t, la is s e  6tendu le re s te .

(3: 11. 19; 43-44)

as the connotations of the words "vengeances" and "besoin" differ from 

each o ther. The d istinc tion  betw een the re la tive  accep tab ility  of the 

power imposed by the owl and th a t im posed by the fox is  one of degree 

only, a t once a tang ib le  illu stra tio n  and a pragm atic resolu tion  of the 

duality  at the core of the v6rit6 morale f irs t revealed  in  Book VII's Fable 

18 ("Un animal dans la  lune"). The fina l reconcilia tion  of power and 

reaso n , nurtured by La F on ta ine 's  confidence in the pervasive and moder­

ating force of reaso n , is  the major achievem ent of the deuxieme re c u e il , 

a compromise th a t ensu res surv ival of monarch and poet and accords the 

only immortality w ithin the reach  of man:

M ais vous n 'av ez  que trop de quoi vous occuper:
Pendant le doux emploi de ma muse innocen te ,
Louis dompte l'Europe, e t d 'une main pu issan te  
II conduit a leur fin le s  p lus nobles pro jets 

Q u 'a it jam ais form§s un monarque.
Favoris des neuf Soeurs, ce sont la  des su je ts  

Vainqueurs du tem ps e t  de la  Parque.
("Epilogue": 11. 17-23)
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"Le vieux chat e t la jeune sou ris"  (25 11.) 
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BOOK XII

Book XII, La F on ta ine 's  la s t formal co llection  of fa b le s , ap­

peared in 1694 as part of a hybrid volume that included  five republished  

p ie c e s , im possible to be construed as fab les: "La matrone d 'E phese" 

and "Belph6gor" of 1682 and "Daphnis e t Alcimadure,"  "Philemon e t 

Baucis" and "Les fille s  de Min§e" of 1685. The only book in  the Fables 

not incorporated in a recu e il (as were Books I-VI and Books VII-XI), Book 

XII a lso  lacks the d isc ip lined  structure tha t characterizes the o thers , 

resem bling rather a patchwork combination of fab les already published  

betw een 1685 and 1693, p ieced  together in random chronological s e ­

quence w ith e leven  newly issu e d  fab les: Fable 2; "A M onseigneur le 

due de Bourgogne" (which sep ara tes  Fables 4 and 5); and F ab les 5 -13 . 

(Diagram 12.) ,

The fab les  f irs t  published in Book XII represen t 470 lin e s , 

or le s s  than  half the to ta l of 1,162 lin e s , and seem alm ost to  have been 

concealed  among the fourteen other fab les assem bled for reprin ting .

With the exception  of Fable 9 and Fable 12, w ritten in  1690 (or 1691) 

and in  1688 but le ft un til 1694, the "new" fables are marked by a con ­

c ise n e ss  tha t does not exceed  46 lines and lim its a ll but th ree  to 30 or 

few er lin e s . These e leven  fab les of 1694, La F on ta ine 's  fin a l poetic  

sta tem en t, are like ghostly  reflections of earlie r c rea tions. No few er

than f o u r  Fable 2, "Le chat e t les  deux moineaux"; Fable 8, "La

querelle  des chiens e t des c h a ts , e t  ce lle  des chats e t des sou ris" ;
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Fable 9, "Le loup e t le renard" (whose t i t le ,  the same as th a t of Book

XI's Fable 6, is  the so le  duplication  in the F ab les); and Fable 10,

"L 'dcrev isse  e t sa  f i l l e "  devolve from tha t be lief in an immutable

un iversal law , a fundam ental ten e t of so many fab les in the premier and

deuxieme re c u e i ls , which is  in tegral to La F on ta ine 's  work:

La cage e t  le panier avaien t memes p§nates.
Le cha t 6 ta it souvent agac6 par l 'o iseau :
L'un s 'e sc rim a it du b ee , l 'au tre  jouait des p a tte s .
Ce dernier tou tefo is dpargnait son a m i . . .

. . .Entrant lors au com bat,
II croque l 'd tranger. "Vraiment, d it maitre cha t,
Les moineaux ont un gout exquis e t d ^ lic a t."
C ette  reflex ion  f i t  a u ss i croquer l 'a u tre .

(2: 11. 3-6; 27-30)

J 'en  rev iens a mon d ire . On ne voit sous les cieux 
Nul anim al, nul e tre , aucune creatu re ,
Qui n 'a i t  son oppos§: e 'e s t  la  loi de nature.
D 'en  chercher la  ra iso n , ce son t so ins superflus.

(8: 11. 38-41)

Que s e r t- i l  qu 'on  se  co n tre fasse?
Pr6tendre a in s i changer e s t  une illusion:

L'on reprend sa  prem iere trace  
A la  prem iere o ccasion .

(9: 11. 61-64)

"P u is -je  autrem ent marcher que ne fa it  ma fam ille?
Veut-on que j 'a i l le  droit quand on y va to rtu ?"

Elle av a it raison; la  vertu 
Da tout exemple dom estique 
Est u n iv e rse lle , e t s 'app lique  

En b ien , en m al, en t o u t . . .
(10: 11. 21-26)

This ineluctab le  life force regu la tes even the most obscure individual 

re la tio n sh ip s , as a rtif ic ia l so c ie tie s  of ca t and sparrow (Fable 2), ca ts  

and dogs (Fable 8) and eag le  and magpie (Fable 11, "L 'aig le  e t la  pie")
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are eventually  realigned according to the p ro tagon ists ' "natural" pro­

c liv itie s  .

A leitm otif of caustic  soc ia l critic ism  becomes apparent in 

the 1694 fa b le s , where La Fontaine seem s to eschew  the m itigating de­

v ices (exotic lo ca tio n s , fic titious or immortal protagonists) often used

in the p a s t. Five of the eleven fab les of 1694  Fable 6, "Le cerf

m alade"; Fable 7, "La c h au v e -so u ris , le bu isson , e t le canard"; Fable 

9, "Le loup e t le renard"; Fable 12, "Le m ilan, le ro i, e t le chasseur"; 

and Fable 13, "Le renard, le s  m ouches, e t le h e r is s o n "  contain de­

precating  rem arks openly directed at contemporary targe ts :

I l  en coute a qui vous rec lam e,
M Sdecins du corps e t de l'am e.
O tem ps, o moeurs! J 'a i beau crier,
Tout le monde se fa it payer.

(6: 11. 19-22)

Je connais maint de tteu r, qui n 'e s t  ni so u ris -c h au v e ,
Ni bu isson , ni canard , ni dans te l c a s  tombe,
M ais sim ple grand seigneur, qui tous les  jours se sauve 

Par un e sc a lie r  d6rob6.
(7: 11. 38-41)

Que b iento t se s  fa its  glorieux 
Demanderont p lusieurs Homeres;
Et ce tem ps-c i n 'en  produit gueres.

(9: 11. 24-26)

Ce titre  n 'ap p artien t q u 'a  ceux d 'en tre  les hommes 
Qui comme en l 'ag e  d 'o r font cent b iens ic i-b a s .
Peu de grands sont n£s te ls  en c e t age ou nous sommes; 
L 'univers leur sa i t  gr£ du mal q u 'ils  ne font p a s .

(12: 11. 9-12)

Nous ne trouvons que trop de mangeurs ic i-b a s :
C eux -c i son t c o u rtisa n s , c eu x -la  sont m ag is tra ts .
Aristote app liquait c e t apologue aux hommes.
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Les exem ples en sont communs,
Surtout au pays ou nous sommes.

(13: 11. 25-29)

The 1694 fab les transm it a tang ib le  sens of d isillusionm ent

not found in those  of 1685 (Fables 14-23) or 1690-91 (Fables 1, 3 and 4),

even though th ese  earlie r fab les are imbued with the somber im plications

of m an's m etaphysical iso la tio n . Fable 3, "Du th6sauriseur e t du singe,"

Fable 4 , "Les deux c h ev res ,"  and Fable 15, "Le corbeau, la  gaze lle , la

to rtue , e t le r a t ,"  dep ict so litude as an inev itab le  condition of human

e x is te n ce , fo ste red  by the inherent w eakness of human nature:

Un homme accum ulait. On sa it  que ce tte  erreur 
Va souvent ju sq u 'a  la  fureur.

C e lu i-c i ne songeait que ducats e t p is to le s .
Quand ces  biens son t o is if s , je tien s q u 'ils  sont frivo les.

Pour surety de son tr§sor,
Notre avare h ab ita it un lieu  dont Amphitrite 
DSfendait aux voleurs de tou tes parts l 'abo rd .

(3: 11. 1-7)

D ss que le s  chevres ont brout§,
Certain e sp rit de liberte  

Leur fa it  chercher fortune; e lle s  vont en voyage 
Vers le s  endroits du paturage 
Les moins fr^quentes des hum ains.

(4: 11. 1-5)

La g a z e lle , le ra t, le  corbeau, la  tortue,
Vivaient ensem ble unis; douce soci6 t6 .
Le choix d 'une demeure aux humains inconnue 

A ssurait leur f61icit6.
(15: 11. 54-57)

The gulf th a t separa tes man and Nature is  w idened by man’s unconscion­

able e x c e s s e s , illu s tra te d  to the point of saturation  by Fable 1, "Les 

compagnons d 'U ly s se ,"  Fable 15, Fable 16, "La foret e t le  bucheron," 

and Fable 20, "Le philosophe scy the":



156

Q uitte ces  b o is , e t redeviens 
Au lieu  de loup homme de bien.

-En e s t - i l ?  d it le  loup. Pour moi, je n 'en  vois guere.
Tu t 'e n  viens me tra ite r  de bete carnassiere :
Toi qui p a rie s , q u 'e s - tu ?  N 'au riez-vous pas sans moi 
Mang6 ces  animaux que p la in t tout le v illage?

Si j '6 ta is  homme, par ta  fo i,
A im erais-je moins le  carnage?

(1: 11. 85-92)

M ais quoi! l'homme d6couvre enfin tou tes re tra ite s .
Soyez au m ilieu des d e se r ts ,
Au fond des eaux , au haut des a irs ,

Vous n '6 v ite rez  po in t se s  embuches se c re te s .
(15: 11. 58-61)

L 'innocente foret lui fournit d 'a u tre s  arm es.
Elle en eu t du reg re t. Il emmanche son fer.

Le m iserable ne s 'e n  sert 
Q u 'a  d^pouiller sa  b ienfaitrice  
De se s  principaux o rn em en ts .. .

Voila le tra in  du monde e t de se s  sec ta teu rs;
On s 'y  se rt du b ienfa it contre les b ien fa iteu rs .
Je su is  la s  d 'e n  p a r le r . . .

(16: 11. 12-16; 19-21)

Le Scythe, retourn£ dans sa  tr is te  demeure
Prend la  serpe a son tour, coupe e t ta ille  a toute heure;
C onseille  a se s  v o is in s , p resc rit a ses am is,

Un un iverse l a b a tis .
II ote de chez lu i le s  branches les  plus b e lle s ,
II tronque son verger contre toute ra ison . . .
Tout languit e t tou t m eu rt.. .

(20: 11. 21-26; 29)

The fab les  of 1685 (Fables 14-23) were orig inally  published  

in the Ouvrages de prose e t de poesie  des sieu rs de M aucroix e t de La 

Fontaine w ith "D aphnis e t Alcim adure,"  "Philemon e t Baucis" and "Les 

f i lle s  de M in 6 e ," patterned  on the rom antic stud ies in T heocritus' Idylls 

and O vid 's M etam orphoses. La F on ta ine 's  preoccupation w ith the ana l­

y s is  of love, the ra ison  d 'e tre  of these  three p ie c e s , seem s to have
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p a sse d  by osm osis into the ten  companion fa b le s . * Thus Fables 14-23 

p o sit the  comforting reassu rance  of friendship  (a non-pass ion ate form of 

love) as an antidote ag a in st m an's anguished estrangem ent from natu re .

It seem s en tire ly  fitting  tha t two of the more memorable moments in the 

1685 fab le s  be provided by Fable 15 ("Le corbeau, la  g aze lle , la  to rtue , 

e t le  rat") and Fable 23, "Le renard ang la is ,"  which contain L aF onta ine 's 

tribu tes to  the friendship  of Madame de la  Sabliere (Fable 15) and M a­

dame Harvey (Fable 23):

Vous que l 'o n  aime a l '6 g a l de soi-m em e 
(Ceci so it d it sans nul soupgon d'amour;
Car c 'e s t  un mot banni de votre cour;
L a isso n s-le  done). . .
Non que c e c i se p asse  entre monarques:
Ce que chez vous nous voyons estim er 
N 'e s t  pas un roi qui ne sa it  point aimer;
C 'e s t  un mortel qui sa it  mettre sa  vie 
Pour son a m i . . .

Ainsi chacun en son endroit 
S 'en trem et, ag it e t trav a ille .

A qui donner le prix? Au coeur, s i  l 'o n  m 'en cro it.
(15: 11. 37-40; 47-51; 132-134)

Le bon coeur e s t  chez vous compagnon du bon se n s ,
Avec cen t quality s trop longues a d edu ire ,
Une nob lesse  d 'am e, un ta len t pour conduire 

Et les affaires e t le s  g en s,
Une humeur franche e t lib re , e t le don d 'e tre  amie 
Malgrd Jupiter e t les  temps orageux.

(23: 11. 1-6)

iThe word amour (or aimer or am ant) appears here fifteen
t im e s  6 in  Fable 14, 3 in Fable 15, 1 in  Fable 19, and 5 in Fable
23; the word ami (or am iti6) appears nine t im e s  5 in Fable 15, once
each  in Fables 17, 20, 22 and 23; and the  word coeur appears five tim es
 3 in Fable 15 and once in Fables 20 and 23. In com parison, th ese
same words (amour, ami and coeur) appear a to ta l of two, four and th ree  
tim es in the fab les of 1694.
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The final elem ent in th is  com posite book is  Fable 24, "Le 

juge arb itre , l 'h o sp ita lie r , e t le so lita ire ."  Reprinted from the 1693 e d i­

tion of P. Bouhours' Recueil de vers ch o is is  and se lec ted  by the poet 

h im self to conclude Book XII, th is  fable rep resen ts the ultim ate lesson  

in a lifetim e of teach ing . Perhaps of even greater significance is  its  

role as signature of the F a b le s , for Fable 24 marks the completion of a 

work whose gesta tion  spans alm ost th irty  years (1688-1694) and an en ­

tire  generation (the due de Bourgogne of Book XII1 s d^dicace was the son 

of the Dauphin to whom La Fontaine ded icated  the premier recueil of 

f a b le s ) .1

"Le juge a rb itre , l 'h o sp ita lie r , e t le so lita ire" affirms La 

F on ta ine 's  faith  in the ind iv idua l's  ab ility  to transcend the lim its of the

1 There is  some confusion about the d isposition  of three other 
fab les th a t La Fontaine never incorporated in any of his tw elve books.
"Le so le il e t les  grenouilles" w as w ritten in 1672 and published in 1693 
w ith "Le juge a rb itre , l 'h o sp ita lie r , e t le so lita ire" in  P. Bouhours' 
Recueil de vers c h o is is ; yet i t  is  included in Madame U lrich 's Holland 
edition  of 1696 as a "fable in<Sdite". "La ligue des ra ts"  was a lso  pub­
lished  as "in§dite" in  1696, although it  had already appeared unsigned 
in the Mercure qalan t of December 1692. And "Le renard e t l 'e c u re u i l ," 
purported to mask the id en titie s  of Colbert and Fouquet, has never been 
more than "attribu ted  to" La Fontaine.

In h is 1821-23 ed ition  of the Oeuvres de La F on ta ine , 
W alckenaer p laces "Le so le il e t  les  grenouilles" and "La ligue des ra ts"  
in Book XII betw een Fables 23 and 24 w ith a note that they were not so 
arranged, in fac t did not appear a t a ll ,  in La Fon ta ine 's own 1694 ed i­
tion  of Book XII. The PISiade edition of 1954 (used in th is  study) and the 
1965 edition of the Fables by Editions du Seuil (edited by Jean Marmier 
w ith Preface by Pierre Clarac) p lace a ll three of th ese  fab les in an 
A ppendice.
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human condition and win for h im self the invio late  sp iritua l freedom de­

rived  from abso lu te  se lf-aw aren ess:

I ls  trouvent l 'au tre  s a in t, lui demandent co n se il.
"II fau t, d it leur ami, le prendre de soi-m em e.

Qui mieux que vous sa it  vos b eso in s?
Apprendre a se  connaitre e s t  le  prem ier des so ins 
Q u'im pose a  tous m ortels la  M ajesty  suprem e.
Vous e te s -v o u s  connus dans le monde habity?
L'on ne peu t qu 'aux lieux p leins de tranquillity:
Chercher a illeu rs ce bien e s t  une erreur extrem e.

(24: 11. 36-43)

In light of th is ,  we can read ily  understand La F on ta ine 's  contem pt for

U ly sse s ' com rades in Fable 1 ("Les compagnons d 'U ly sse " ), who plunge

them selves into irrevocable slavery  through their eagerness to  accep t

the delusion  of physica l freedom:

La libe rty , le s  b o is , suivre leur appytit,
C'ytait leurs dy iices suprem es:

Tous renongaient au lo t des be lles ac tions .
I ls  c royaien t s 'a ffran ch ir, suivant leurs p a ssio n s:

I ls  y ta ien t e sc lav es  d 'e u x -m e m es.. .
I ls  on t force p are ils  en ce bas univers:

Gens a qui j'im pose pour peine 
Votre censure e t votre ha ine .

(1: 11. 102-106; 112-114)

The le sso n  of Fable 24 is  the e sse n ce  of the F a b le s , the fina l effort of

La F on ta ine 's  sp iritua l crusade for the genuine self-know ledge th a t is

m an 's only guarantee of freedom:

C ette  legon sera  la  fin de ces ouvrages:
P u is s e - t-e lle  etre  u tile  aux s ie c le s  a venir!
Je la  prysente aux ro is , je la  propose aux sages:

Par ou sa u ra is - je  mieux fin ir?
(24: 11. 66-69)
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CONCLUSION

"La la itie re  e t le pot au lait" (VII, 10), "Les deux amis"

(VIII, 11), "Les deux pigeons" (IX, 2), "Le songe d 'un  hab itan t du 

Mogol" (XI, 4) and "Le juge a rb itre , l 'h o sp ita lie r , e t le so lita ire"  (XII, 

24) are the  most com pelling exam ples of the "personal" fab le , which a t­

ta in s  i ts  zenith  in the la te r books of the F a b le s . * W hile La Fontaine 

rem ains fundam entally faithfu l to the fable  form he evolved for him self 

(of n e ce ss ity  a cryptic and im personal o n e ), h is in trusion  into these  

five luminous and revealing  fab les extends them into the realm  of the 

p e rso n a l, alm ost pre-rom antic d isqu isition  and suggests  the p o e t's  own 

developm ent w ithin the  developm ent of h is  creation . If he had lived , he 

might have destroyed the form com pletely and become the firs t "romantic" 

poet.

In the four fab les of 1678 ("La la itie re  e t  le pot au l a i t , "

"Les deux am is,"  "Les deux pigeons" and "Le songe d 'un hab itan t du 

M ogol"), a  dream is the immediate an teceden t of each deeply personal 

exposition:

■^Professor Alex W. Szogyi includes a thorough study of a ll 
o f the p o e t's  personal interventions in h is chapter on La F on ta ine 's  medi­
ta tiv e  d ig ressions in "A Study of La F on ta ine 's  Humor" (unpublished 
P h .D . d isse rta tio n , D ept, of French, Yale U niversity), pp. 348-396.
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Quel e sp rit ne bat la  cam pagne?
Qui ne fa it chateaux  en Espagne? . . .

Chacun songe en v e illan t, i l  n 'e s t  rien  de plus doux.
(VII, 10: 11. 30-31; 34)

"Vous m 'etes en dormant un peu tr is te  apparu;
J 'a i c ra in t q u 'i l  ne fut vrai, je  su is  v ite accouru.

Ce maudit songe en e s t  la  c a u s e ."
(VIII, 11: 11. 21-23)

Attendez les  zephyrs. Qui vous p resse ?  Un corbeau 
Tout a l'heure  annongait malheur a quelque o iseau .
Je ne songerai p lus que rencontre fu n es te . . .

(IX, 2: 11. 12-14)

Votre songe a du se n s , e t s i j 'a i  sur ce point 
Acquis tan t so it peu d 'hab itude ,

C 'e s t  un avis des d ie u x .. .
(XI, 4: 11. 13-15)

And the m editations them selves are infused w ith the m elancholy of a

vision th a t is  tangib le  and y e t una tta inab le , a glimmering mirage in an

im aginary setting:

Quelque acciden t f a i t - i l  que je  rentre en moi-meme,
Je su is  G ros-Jean comme devant.

(VII, 10: 11. 42-43)

Deux vrais amis v ivaient au M onom otapa.. .
(VIII, 11: 1. 1)

Ah! s i  mon coeur os a it encor se  renflammer!
Ne se n tira i- je  p lus de charme qui m 'arre te?

Ai-je pass6  le  temps d 'a im er?
(IX, 2: 11. 81-83)

O qui m 'arretera  sous vos sombres a s i le s ?
Quand pourront le s  neuf Soeurs, loin des cours e t des v illes 
M 'occuper tout e n t ie r . . .

(XI, 4: 11. 25-27)

The personal d ig ressions in these  fab les of the deuxieme recueil seem  to

correspond to stag es in the developm ent of La F on ta ine 's  sp iritua l quest
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for the ultim ate wisdom of se lf-know ledge, which begins in the worldly

context of " La la itie re  e t le pot au la i t" :

Une fla tte u se  erreur emporte alors nos ames:
Tout le bien du monde e s t  a nous,
Tous les honneurs, tou tes les femmes.

(VII, 10: 11. 35-37)

and a tta in s  a highly rarified  sphere in "Le songe d 'un  hab itan t du Mogol":

Si j 'o s a is  ajouter au mot de l 'in te rp re te ,
J 'in sp ire ra is  ic i 1*amour de la  retra ite :
Elle offre a se s  amants des biens sans em barras,
Biens pu rs, p resen ts du C iel. . .

(XI, 4: 11. 18-21)

"Le juge a rb itre , l 'h o sp ita lie r , e t le so lita ire ,"  La F on ta ine 's  

final "personal" fable and the final lesson  of h is F a b le s , fu ses  a rtis t and 

creation  in powerful affirmation of the individual as e sse n ce  of the un i­

verse:

Ce n 'e s t  pas qu 'un emploi ne doive etre  souffert.
Puisqu 'on p la ld e , e t qu 'on m eurt, e t qu 'on devient m alade,
II faut des m §decins, il faut des a v o c a ts . . .
C ependant on s 'o u b lie  en ces communs beso ins.
O vous, dont le public emporte tous le s  s o in s . . .
Vous ne vous voyez poin t, vous ne voyez personne.

(XII, 24: 11. 53-55; 58-59; 63)

This fab le , accom panied by no fewer than fifteen  v a ria n te s , epitom izes 

the conscious ai^istry  tha t is  evident in every asp ec t of the F ab les .

Why did La Fontaine arrange the fab les as he d id?  Although 

he decreed no p lan , there is  obviously a structure th a t becom es in c reas­

ingly apparent as one lives and works w ith the F a b le s . Even if La 

Fontaine had given us a ll h is reasons for the order of the fa b le s , we as 

c r i t i c s  granted the  la titude of in terpretation  inherent in W. K.
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W im satt, J r . 's  notion of "in ten tiona lism "*  would s t i l l  be free to

attem pt to a sce rta in  a possib le  meaningful structure th a t even the poet 

h im self may not have fully rea lized . Although La Fontaine did not con­

sc io u sly  adumbrate a specific  structure , h is preface to  the Ouvraqes de 

prose e t de poesie  des sieurs de M aucroix e t  de La Fontaine (1685) 

certa in ly  a tte s ts  to h is own in tu itions in th is  matter:

. . .  l 'au tre  en mon liv re .
P u isse  le dernier a sse z  vivre 
Pour mSriter que I1 Uni vers 
D ise un jour, en voyant mes vers:
"C et oeuvre e s t  de be lle  struc tu re .

This study purports to find a structure in  La F on ta ine 's  

F ab les through an arrangem ent of their moral them es or su b je c ts . The 

diagram s included rep resen t the ultim ate summation of the work within 

each  chap ter. W hether or not the reader is  convinced of the valid ity  of 

th is  study , i t  ce rta in ly  may serve as a poin t of departure for a new c rit­

ic a l approach to  the work of La Fontaine.

^In Literary C ritic ism s, a  co llaboration  w ith C leanth Brooks 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), p . 715, W im satt c ite s  from Maude 
Bodkin's Archetypal Patterns of Poetry (Oxford, 1934): "One can no more 
bind w ithin  the lim its of the au thor's in tention  the in te rac tions w ith new 
minds of a play or poem that lives on cen tu ries a fte r h is  dea th , than  one 
can  re s tr ic t  w ithin i ts  paren ts ' understanding the in te rre la tions of the 
child  tha t goes forth from their bodies to live its  own life in  the w orld."

^Oeuvres com pletes, t . 2, p . 650, 11. 25-29.
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