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Jean de La Fontaine's Fables in English are a remarkable testament to the art of storytelling,
blending moral lessons with captivating narratives and vivid characters. La Fontaine, a 17th-century
French poet, is best known for his fables, which have been translated into numerous languages and
continue to resonate with audiences around the world. His work not only entertains but also imparts
wisdom, making it a timeless contribution to literature. In this article, we will explore the life of La
Fontaine, the themes of his fables, notable examples, and the legacy of his work.



Life of Jean de La Fontaine

Jean de La Fontaine was born on July 8, 1621, in Chateau-Thierry, France. He came from a modest
background; his father was a counselor to the king, which provided La Fontaine with a decent
education. He studied law but soon turned his attention to literature and poetry. His first notable work
was a collection of poems published in 1654, but it was his fables, published in several volumes
between 1668 and 1694, that would secure his legacy.

La Fontaine's fables were inspired by the ancient Greek philosopher Aesop, as well as by Indian and
Arabic sources. He had a unique ability to adapt these tales, infusing them with his own wit and

insight. His fables often featured animals as protagonists, allowing him to critique human behavior
and societal norms without directly confronting them.

The Themes of La Fontaine's Fables

La Fontaine's fables cover a wide range of themes that reflect human nature and societal issues.
Some of the most prominent themes include:

Moral Lessons

Each fable concludes with a moral, often stated explicitly at the end. These morals are designed to
impart wisdom and encourage reflection on human behavior. For example, the fable "The Tortoise
and the Hare" teaches the value of perseverance and the dangers of arrogance.

Critique of Society

Many of La Fontaine's fables serve as social commentaries. He often critiqued the aristocracy, the
hypocrisy of society, and the folly of human actions. Through his animal characters, he pointed out
the absurdities of human behavior, making his critiques more palatable.

Anthropomorphism

La Fontaine’s use of anthropomorphism—attributing human traits to animals—allows readers to
connect with the characters on a personal level. This technique not only makes the stories more
entertaining but also highlights the universal nature of the lessons being conveyed.

Nature and the Environment

La Fontaine frequently drew inspiration from nature. His fables often reflect the balance of the natural
world and the consequences of human actions on the environment. This theme resonates even today,



as environmental concerns remain a pressing issue.

Notable Fables by La Fontaine

While La Fontaine authored numerous fables, several have gained particular prominence and remain
widely read to this day. Here are some of the most notable ones:

The Ant and the Grasshopper

In this fable, the industrious ant prepares for winter while the carefree grasshopper spends the
summer singing and dancing. When winter arrives, the grasshopper finds himself starving and begs
the ant for food. The moral teaches the importance of hard work and planning for the future.

The Fox and the Grapes

This fable tells the story of a hungry fox who sees a bunch of grapes hanging high on a vine. After
several failed attempts to reach the grapes, the fox ultimately declares that they are probably sour
anyway. This story introduces the concept of "sour grapes," illustrating how people often belittle what
they cannot attain.

The Lion and the Mouse

In this tale, a lion spares the life of a tiny mouse, who later repays the favor by freeing the lion from a
hunter's net. This fable emphasizes the idea that even the smallest creatures can have a significant
impact and that kindness is often reciprocated.

The Crow and the Pitcher

This fable features a thirsty crow that discovers a pitcher with a small amount of water at the bottom.
Unable to reach the water, the crow cleverly drops pebbles into the pitcher until the water rises high
enough for him to drink. The moral highlights the value of ingenuity and problem-solving.

The Wolf and the Lamb

In this fable, a hungry wolf encounters a lamb and seeks a pretext to devour it. The wolf accuses the
lamb of muddying the water he is drinking, despite the lamb being downstream. The story illustrates
the theme of the powerful preying on the weak and the injustice of authority.



The Legacy of La Fontaine's Fables

Jean de La Fontaine's fables have had a lasting impact on literature and culture. His ability to weave
moral truths into engaging narratives has influenced countless writers and storytellers. The simplicity
and clarity of his prose make his fables accessible to readers of all ages, which is one reason they
have remained popular for centuries.

Influence on Literature

Many authors have drawn inspiration from La Fontaine's work, including the likes of George Orwell,
who famously adapted fables to convey political messages in "Animal Farm." La Fontaine's fables
have also sparked adaptations across various mediums, including theater, film, and children's
literature.

Translations and Adaptations

La Fontaine's fables have been translated into numerous languages, making them accessible to a
global audience. English translations, particularly those by Robert Dodsley and later by Vernon Jones,
have played a significant role in popularizing his work in the English-speaking world. Each translation
offers its own interpretation of La Fontaine's original verses, sometimes altering the tone or style to
better fit the target audience.

Educational Value

La Fontaine's fables are often used in educational settings to teach morals and ethics. The simple yet
profound lessons found in these stories make them ideal for discussions about behavior, decision-
making, and the consequences of one's actions. They serve as a bridge between entertainment and
education, making them a staple in literature classes around the world.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Jean de La Fontaine's fables hold a cherished place in the canon of world literature.
Their enduring appeal lies in their ability to convey complex moral lessons through simple, engaging
narratives. La Fontaine's unique blend of wit, humor, and social critique not only entertains but also
encourages readers to reflect on their own behaviors and the world around them. As we continue to
read and share these timeless tales, we keep the spirit of La Fontaine alive, ensuring that his insights
and wisdom remain relevant for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Jean de La Fontaine?

Jean de La Fontaine was a French poet and fabulist renowned for his fables, which often convey moral
lessons through stories featuring animals.

What are the main themes of La Fontaine's fables?

The main themes of La Fontaine's fables include morality, human nature, social critique, and the
complexities of life, often conveyed through allegorical animal characters.

How many fables did Jean de La Fontaine write?

Jean de La Fontaine wrote a total of 246 fables, which were published in several volumes between
1668 and 1694.

What is the significance of La Fontaine's use of animals in his
fables?

La Fontaine's use of animals allows for a playful yet profound exploration of human behavior, making
complex social and moral issues more accessible and relatable.

Are there English translations of La Fontaine's fables?

Yes, there are many English translations of La Fontaine's fables, with various adaptations that capture
the essence of his storytelling while making it accessible to English-speaking audiences.

What is one of the most famous fables by La Fontaine?

One of the most famous fables by La Fontaine is 'The Tortoise and the Hare,' which teaches the lesson
that slow and steady can win the race.

How did La Fontaine's fables influence literature?

La Fontaine's fables have influenced countless writers and poets, inspiring similar works in various
cultures and contributing to the genre of fable and moral storytelling.

What is the writing style of La Fontaine's fables?

La Fontaine's writing style is characterized by its lyrical quality, wit, and clever use of dialogue, often
employing a conversational tone that engages readers.

Why are La Fontaine's fables still relevant today?

La Fontaine's fables remain relevant today because they address timeless themes of morality, ethics,
and human behavior, making them applicable to contemporary society.
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Explore the timeless wisdom of Jean de La Fontaine's fables in English. Discover moral lessons and
enchanting tales that inspire. Learn more today!
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