Rachel Howard

A New Translation of the Famous Fabulist
Reveals Ancient Greek Life in the Raw
When authors and translators Robert and Olivia Temple first got interested in the tales of Aesop,
they were surprised to learn that over 100 of them had never been translated into English. They
also discovered that the fables in their original form were not the pretty purveyors of Victorian
morals that people had been led o believe. Rather, they were full of humor, insight, excoriating
wit. and bawdiness, as well as many fascinating glimpses of everyday life in ancient Greece.
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Lesst o gel the wrong impression, this s ot the workd of ner-cite Los Angeles
in U 199405 Bt that off Avsop, il misshapen sbive whiose barbeed tongue brought
him 1o fame in Goecoe i ile n.'u.l'|'!.' fith ceniury B, Sowmd Funles® A tatbered o Oy
ol Aeegys Fenbfs—all cute iflustrations and twee Victorian monls—yprodably siis
primly amang your childbood memombilia, But as husband and wife Robent and
CHivia Temprde, the authors of the Hest-over English ransktion of the comple
Fibles of Avsop, discovered, the neal fables were 4 great dieal more acerbic than
the *sugery childnen’s ssores that many might magine them o Dbe,”

*Aesop's fables are pant of the psychic fumitere of everybody's childhood,”
CHivia suggissts, Thie couple became interested i imaditional fabdes afier Rober
unshenicaok an English transluion of the Sanskrl epic of Gilgamesh, the oldes
reconded sy in the sorld, “The Bist gift my grandmother gave me befone siee
died was a copy of Aesops Faldes” e confiesses. “Bur it wasn't for sentimental
reasons that 1 fird became fascinated with Acsop. Actually, | ihought his fables
wistld make good television entertainment.” A tebevision drana producer as well
as an author, Oriendil exper, and schobr of ancient inguages. Rodsen was quick
1o spol Aassop's potential as an animated stondelber for cildren,

Through the Keyhole

Ax none of the transkations “seemed quite right,” Robert went back 1o
the original ancient Greek texts. He soon realized that these nnhless
and often lewd @b were never imended for cliildren g all, To his
surprises, over 100 of Acsop's Bbles had never been iranslared ini
i'.1'!|_|.':|h3|:. Whs were thise [:ur[n.'ul:r slrpe= |:-1.'|_'rr-:'-||k|_-1_|?

“They were mostly either very weind of sather sy, ” he savs. “hy
puess is it ey didm @ in with te conventional image of classical
Grcece, which is o very klealized one, Most scholars don't seem 1o
believe that real people lived in ancient Greeee; Acsop’s fables give us
a pogtrit of contempaorary mores which is much coser 1o real lie.”

ﬂft'l'tilll'lly. some of e boss esolefe o -I]|I-'h"lllitl-'il-| Li]l!l.":'i- .Jﬂ::|r||
irresistible glimpses through the keyvbole of ancient Greek househodds.
Tales aof troublesome wives, spodled sons, entrepreneurial fishemmen,
effemdnine asses, and tninssexual hivenas ane enough to being oul the
voyeur in even the most puritanical classicist. “Such insights enable us
o e thee kindd ol un-jrm_lmliug ol ancienl Greek life thar does ol come fresm
reading Plano or Thucydides. Here we are face 1o face with peasants, tradesmen,
and ordinary (olk, not mixing with the educared classes,” Roben points out

Iremically, in his day Aesop was equally popular among Righ-brow
intellectuals arsd By, The great comie plavemight Arstophanes quotes him
repeitedly. Ansiodle was another great Buy; indeod it is bingely thanks wo his
extensive compilation that many of Acsop's ables have survived. =Nioety-five
pereem of ancient Greek lnermure las been kst so it's very impostant thal what
does survive is properly preserved,” Roben says

Animal Magic
Given the “extrmondimany Hbembes” proviows ieanslaiors bd aken, he soas
determined 10 render Aesop as accurately as possible. This invelved extensive and
meticulons research, beciuse e original text was linered with colloguialisms and
iclioms that were not incleded i any classacal dictionades, “The L|5|.H|'-|I.,|#|; Assofs
wses i statling in its simplicity. I's mather rough and ready, To draw an analogy
with misdemn Groeeoe, 10 dismss Agsop wiobilil be fike ruﬁ_ning o reicl chermotic
Greek toxkiy and onby resding batbareroisa

Besides excaviting anceem Greek slang, the Temples also dug up whatever
they could aboan the shadowy figure of Acsop limsell, “He i= mther like o movie
star—evervone thinks ey know bim but in fac they only know him from cerain
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The New Fables

Folipwing ae axcerpls from Aisop: The Comples
Fabless by Rober! and (ivia Tempie. (The murals herain
are exciustvely ihoss of Asson and g nod scassarily
rafect those of Ddysssy or s pobitsher, Josf kifaling. |

The Fisherman Who Played the Flute

A fisherman whe was a skilled flute player made his way
b the ==a one day, taking with him both his M and his
rels, Taking up & position on @ projeching gk, he
slarted fo play the flute, Ihinking that he hsh would be
attracied by the swestnass of fits fung and would, of
it own acoond, jump out of ihe waili to come §o him.

Bul, after much elfort, no fish had coma, and 50 he put
his fludz aside. He then picked up his casting-net and
thetrw it g0 The walor, calching many fish. Ha took the
fish ouf of the net and Ehrew hem on bo the shore. When
hiit: 53w ihesm wriggle B cried oul bo Eham: *You bloody
fish, when | played the flule you woukinY dance. But as
5000 25 | stopped you stared up!”

Somé pecple aeays oo fhings & the wrong mament

The Hyena & the Fox

They say that hyenas change thelr sax every year snd
Decceme altarnately male and femala. Mow, 2 gid hyena,
tancying a oo, reproached him bitterly dor refecting her
avances and afving b -asry Bom him whan sha had
wishad lo became friendly with him

*It's mod 10 me yoi should complain,” retoded the o,
“but o yout cwm nature, which gives me no way of
BTN hebhes you wolld Be mry guifiend oe mry
bnriend "

Tiois relmies o the sty amivpuodes man,

The Beaver

The besrver is a Sour-Inobed animad who [ves in pooks. A
beavers genitals serve, i = sald, bocuee cerlain
ailments. S0 when e beaver i3 spolted and pursusd i
ba mudilated—singa b knoivs win' he & Eeing
hised—he will rum for a cenain distance, and he will
L5 Eha-speid of Mis dest [0 semain intac, But when he
sees himsed about o be caugi, he will biio off hés own
paits, o thism, and s save his o life.

Amang men atso fhose are wise wing, I aftacked for
fhear gy, mall Sacyifiee i caifey awg s M (e
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robes he los played.” Indeed, Aesop's [He sory is as strnge and
distomied by the reprorts of others as his Bibles,

Ham in Thrace, Acsop was apparemly captured in war
and sold into slavery, Although liable to sale and deprived of
all rights for the rest of his life, Asop camed his iving—and
ninoricty—as o clerk or confidential agent, ourwitting his
Comicmponanes ol courtreom with his devastatingly
brilltim animal tabes. (Indeed, his name became synonymous
with all andmal tles, including many folk tabes borrowed from
Lilwva and Egypt.)

Animials are Avsop's trademark. “Representmg human
Fypies as animals has the adhvaintige of a profound simplicity,
bwst it is nod simplistic,” writes Robert in his inroduction, As
well as ample scope for thinly disguised political satire, animals provide an ideal
metaphor for the bestial amosality of the pre-Chrstian society which Aesop inhabited. It
secms that the law of the jungle really did previdl in classical Greece

Until now, this dark and diny savagery was bleached by compilers and transtarors.
Keen to propagate their o ethics, they tacked on epigrimmuatic monls whose camest
tone sits rather awkwardly with the mwness of the fables themselves

Though Robert is the first to admit that “some of them ane truly appalling, even
idiotic,” the morals did serve o practical purpose. Collections of fables served as
referenoe manuals for aratoes, demagpogues, or liwvers who relied on ilwsr razor-sharp
repartee. A quick Mick through the moeals reveals a2 dquip for every oocasion: One could
apply this fable 1o men who make protestations of vimue but who behave like mscals:
lars are 1.':|1lj:'.|1| il |1:.' their deeds; this fable refers 1o men who have magnificem
besdies but poor judgment; this fable fits these who bormow with ease and who pay
with difficulty. Roben also delights in their incongruence: “As bong as one realizes the
matuse and crigin of the morals, they develop a kind of kitsch fscination in themselves,
like: tuking an interest in omamental teapols.”

Wine, Wit & Repartes
For non-prodessional resders, collections of fables were @ son of ancient Greek joke
book—a uselul source of watty anecdotes, culting comments, and caustic one-liners.

sophisticited Athenians might brosh up on their fables before atending 2
“symposium”—ian ancient Greel dinner pany, “Afler guests had gosged themaelves, s
miyrile bramch would be passed around the dinner tahle, Whoever was handed dhe
branch had to perform a pany piece—usually they would sing a song, recite a poem, or
relare o fabde,” Robert says. Do he and his wife make 2 habit of reciting fables a dinner
partics in Loshon? “Heavens nol™ he chuckles, sounding horrified, However, Olivia
aclmits that the couple did meet the editor of Penguin Classics, who subsequently
commissioned the trnslation. at a dinner pany,

The reaction to The Compilele Falles has been extruordinary. It has already been
reprnted three limes since it was first published in London in January and has sold
over 10,000 copdes in the Undled States since March. “We really decided 1o do it as o
Ll oof o, Baugghs Olivia. “Ban i's tumesd into a2 best-seller”

S0 what is the secret of Acsop’s enduring and universal appeal? Perhaps it's his
disurming combination of dry realism. crude humeor, and a stvle tha s completely
unaffected, And of course, he taps into that most unsavory and widespread of human
erobions: schvidenfrenide

“We have always bughed ar people slipping on banana skins, so whiy not Lgh ae
Aesop's fables?” Hober asks, I e Temples' exhaustive reseanch and erudite tanslagion
have Been vindicated by ihedr sucoess, so has the author of the originals. “Ever sinoe
Acsop was capiured and sobd into slavery, people have done whitever they liked with
limi,” Robsent sighs. “1 think it's about time he was given some respect.” &
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The Lion & the Frog

A lion, hearing a rog croak, roared back, thinking
1t 2ch 2 sound must come from some Lrge
creature, He wailed for a while, then saw the
creafure emerga dnom the pond, wend up o it and
crushexd it with his food, s=hing:

"5 muth noisa fom one 50 small

TTvés fabie apnhias fo peonie who are aif modse ang
have mo swhstance fo ham

Herakles & Athena

Fieranles was makeng his way fhrough a namow
pass when he spolied something on the ground
whikch kooked f&n an 2ople.

Hit diecided b0 crush it bul the pbiect doukided s
size. When be saw (his Herakks stamped on it
moen viclently ham before and stnack (| with fiis
club, The ohject swidied in valume and becime g
b tret o brhocioad the road, The hero Hesakies
then dropped his club and siood then in a state of
smaremanl As this was going on, Alheng
appeared befors him and sald:

"Stop, brother. This thing is the spirit of disputs
and quarrets. M one leaves it alone, IE slays just as
il wis before, Bl il you fight i, see how il biows
up.”

Thvis fabig shows Nal combal ang sirife are fhe
Catse o ool fanm

The Middle-Aged Man &

His Mistresses

A mikdle-aged man whi was going gray had o
mristresses, one young and the other old. Now she
Who wEs advanced in s had 3 sense of shame
a1 haning s2xcual intencolrss wish 2 lover yaunger
than hersalf, And 50 sha did mod t6, sach time
[Feaf: hat carmes Lo ey house, To pull out all of his
black hairs

The young mistress, on her part, recoiled from the
i off having am alder over, and a0 she pollsd
Ol hes whithe Fairs.

Thus It happened that, phucked in tuen by one and
ihem ihe Dlhar, he bt feid

Traar wihich s al-matehed ahways geis imo
aiffities
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