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Abstract: Although Phaedrus (2nd half of 1st century CE) generally tends to human-
ize animals in his fables and to use them as representatives of human characters,
there are numerous fables that show an interest in the physical and mental char-
acteristics, the lifestyle and the astonishing skills of ‘real’ animals. Some fables
merely incorporate a few realistic details about animals, while others come closer
to natural history anecdotes. In my paper, I discuss five fables from Phaedrus’ col-
lection that clearly involve ‘knowledge’ about animals that is shared with the an-
cient tradition of natural history writing. While the paper is not a source-critical
study, a comparison with obvious parallels in two prominent representatives of
ancient natural history in the Imperial period, Pliny the Elder (Ist century CE)
and Aelian (2nd/3rd century CE), will show how Phaedrus comes close to the
genre of natural history in content and style, the effect of such a convergence with
this other genre, and how his fables fundamentally distinguish themselves from
natural history.

1 Introduction

Although Phaedrus, like other ancient fable authors, generally tends to humanize
animals in a fantastical way and to use them as representatives for human charac-
ters, most of his fables are rich in details that characterize the animals as ‘real’ an-
imals, referring to their physical and mental characteristics, natural environment,
and lifestyle.! Some fables contain naturalistic details that correspond to humans’
everyday experience and are not spectacular at all, while others centre on more
unusual or even astonishing features of animals. These features are presented as
realistic traits and behaviours and, although the modern reader may have doubts
about their reality in some cases, they do not seem totally unimaginable, so the line

1 Even fables in which the animals’ behaviour is strongly humanized provide a few realistic de-
tails: in Phaed. 1.26 Z. [= G.], for example, the fox keeps the stork hungry by setting a plate with thin
soup before him, while the stork takes revenge by setting a narrow-mouthed jar with solid food
before the fox. The punchline of such behaviour can only be understood with regard to the realistic
physical traits of the animals, who cannot take in soup with a beak or extract food from a jar with
amuzzle.
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between fable and natural history is blurred.? For we must bear in mind that an-
cient natural history differs considerably from what we understand by ‘scientific
writing’ today and often incorporates material on animals that is incredible or ra-
ther fantastic from a modern point of view.?

In this paper, I will focus on five fables from Phaedrus’ collection that stand out
for their interest in ‘real’ animals and which all have striking parallels to two prom-
inent works of Latin and Greek natural history writing in the Imperial period, Pliny
the Elder’s Naturalis historia and Aelian’s De natura animalium;* in one case, also,
there is a parallel with Aelian’s Varia historia, a collection of edifying tales that in-
cludes a few natural history animal anecdotes in the style of De natura animalium.
The biographical data for Pliny (23/24-79 CE)® and Aelian (c. 170-235 CE)’ are fairly
well known, but the dating of Phaedrus’ work is fraught with uncertainties, as there
is no reliable evidence for his life as a historical person,? though it is plausible that
he lived in the second half of the 1st century CE.°

The direct comparison of Phaedrus’ fables with the corresponding passages in
both Pliny and Aelian offers a unique opportunity to explore how Phaedrus comes
close to natural history in the Imperial period in content and style, the effect of this
convergence with the other genre, but also how his fables fundamentally distin-
guish themselves from natural history. The focus will be on Phaedrus’ convergence
with natural history as a genre, because source-critical questions are very difficult
to answer in this case® and will therefore not be addressed here. Likewise, the

2 On the interest of the ancient fable in ‘natural history’ material, see also Lefkowitz 2014, 15-18.
3 On the narrow line between ancient natural history and paradoxography and the authors’ par-
ticular interest in mirabilia, see for example French 1994; Naas 2001; Kitchell 2015; on the influence
of traditional beliefs and folklore on ancient scientific writing, see Lloyd 1983.

4 Pliny’s Naturalis historia offers “a universal index of the world as known and imagined by the
educated classes of early imperial Rome” (Murphy 2008, 671), while Aelian’s De natura animalium
is, “after Aristotle, the most important extant zoological corpus in Greek” (Zucker 2008, 33).

5 To identify these parallels, Adrados 2003, the notes in Holzberg 2018, 221-245 and the apparatus
listing similia in Zago 2020 are particularly helpful.

6 Cf. Murphy 2008, 671.

7 Cf. Zucker 2008, 33.

8 Cf. Gartner 2015, 21-33.

9 Cf. Gartner 2015, 56, and Holzberg 2018, 13.

10 The identification of Phaedrus’ sources for details of natural history is fraught with difficulties
because he may have used other fable collections, writings in natural history and paradoxography,
or collections of proverbs and aphorisms that are no longer extant, he may have worked in his own
observations of nature, and he may even have invented some of the more unusual animal traits
and behaviours himself; cf. also Gartner 2015, 41-42. Due to his uncertain dating, we cannot be sure
whether he used Pliny as a direct source or whether both used similar sources.
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question whether Pliny and Aelian may in their turn have been directly or indirectly
inspired by Phaedrus’ fables or whether the parallels are due to common or inter-
mediate sources is beyond the scope of this paper."

2 Case studies

2.1 Phaed. 1.25Z. [= G.]: The dog and the crocodile

Consilia qui dant praua cautis hominibus
et perdunt operam et deridentur turpiter.
Canes currentes bibere e Nilo flumine,
a corcodillis ne rapiantur, traditum est.
Igitur cum currens bibere coepisset canis, 5
sic corcodillus: “Quamlibet lambe otio,
noli uereri.” At ille: “Facerem mehercules,
nisi esse scirem carnis te cupidum meae.”
(Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.)*

Those who give wrong advice to careful people waste their effort and are disgracefully ridi-
culed as well. It has been handed down that dogs drink from the river Nile while running, so
that they are not seized by crocodiles. Accordingly, when a dog had begun to drink on the run,
a crocodile spoke as follows: “Slurp in peace as you like, don’t be afraid.” But the dog said: “I
would do it, by Hercules, if I didn’t know that you are greedy for my flesh.”

(Transl. H.S.)

The drinking habits of the Egyptian dogs have clear parallels in natural history:

Certum est iuxta Nilum amnem currentes lambere [canes], ne crocodilorum auiditati occa-
sionem praebeant.”
(Plin. HN 8.149)

11 Although Pliny names a great variety of Greek and Latin poets as his sources in the indices of
his books and in the text itself, the name of Phaedrus never appears: if Pliny used Phaedrus, he did
so without mentioning his name. Aelian used a wide range of Greek authors and also names many
of them; it is questionable whether he would have used Phaedrus as a direct source.

12 The text of Phaedrus is based on Zago 2020; the numbers in Guaglianone’s edition are given in
brackets. All translations are my own. For Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.], see Gartner 2015, 232-235; Baeza
Angulo 2011, 28-29; Solimano 2005, 70-71; Oberg 2000, 82—-83.

13 Pliny’s text is quoted according to Ianus/Mayhoff 1875-1906; all translations are my own.
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It is certain that [dogs] by the river Nile lap up water while running, so that they do not pro-
vide an opportunity for the greed of the crocodiles.
(Transl. H.S.)

ot pév dAdoL kUveg Kal EAely kal aviyveboal Ta Onpia coeot, ot 8¢ AtyunTiol guyely Setvdtatol.
Ta yoUv €v T Nelhw 8e810Tag dyet pév adtovg 10 §iog mIely, ovyij 8¢ kal £ KOpov TLEWV TO
8¢0¢ oV ovyywpel. kal S Tadta o0 mivovoly EmKOPavTeg, WG v U TL TOV KATweV
avepmooav eita ¢Eapmdon avToug. 00KODV THV uév 6x0nv mapadéovat, Admtouat 8¢ Tij yAwTay,
apmagovteg mg &v elmot 1§ { kal vij Aia kKAEmTovTeg T0 mopa.

(Ael. NA 6.53)

The other dogs are clever at catching and tracking down wild animals; the Egyptian dogs,
however, are most capable of running away. Thus, while they are afraid of the animals in the
Nile, their thirst forces them to drink, but their fear does not allow them to drink in peace and
until they have had enough. Therefore, they do not drink while bowing down, for fear that
some of the animals from below might creep up and then seize them. Accordingly, they run
along the riverbank and lap with their tongue, snatching, as one might say, or even, by Zeus,
stealing their drink.

(Transl. H.S.)

The context of Pliny’s very short description is a discussion of the many astonishing
qualities of dogs, ranging from loyalty to high intelligence and fighting spirit. In
Aelian, the immediately preceding chapter deals with the amazing intelligence of
an elephant that punishes its keeper for cheating it out of its food. He reports the
drinking habits of the dogs in much more detail, focusing on the dogs’ deeper mo-
tivation for this uncomfortable kind of drinking and on its practical realization.
Both authors use the present tense and the plural (referring to canes / x0veg) to
mark the generalizing character of their description.

In content, it is obvious that Phaedrus shares the most important ‘realistic’
details with Pliny and Aelian: like them, he explains the extraordinary drinking
behaviour of the Egyptian dogs as an attempt to avoid crocodile attacks; cf. canes
currentes bibere e Nilo flumine, | a corcodillis ne rapiantur (3—4) with iuxta Nilum
amnem currentes lambere [canes], ne crocodilorum auiditati occasionem praebeant
and ®¢ v i LTV katwdev [...] €€apmdon avTovg [...] Tv pév 6xOnv napabéovat,
Admtovat 8¢ T yAwtTy [...] T0 mépa. In particular, the unusual ‘lapping up’ of the
water is emphasized by each of the three authors (lambe, 6; cf. lambere and
Adntouol).”

14 Aelian’s text is based on Garcia Valdés et al. 2009 (NA) and Dilts 1974 (VH); all translations are
my own. A very similar description is found in Ael. VH 1.4.

15 The lexical parallels and synonymous correspondences between Phaedrus and Pliny are strik-
ing, cf. e Nilo flumine (3) vs. iuxta Nilum amnem, currentes bibere (3) vs. currentes lambere, traditum
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Stylistically, Phaedrus comes close to the genre of natural history in some as-
pects, while at the same time retaining typical features of the fable. His fable starts
with a promythium (1-2) that anticipates the ‘lesson’ of the following animal narra-
tive for the human realm (hominibus, 1). This element is characteristic of fables,
whereas in natural history the focus is not a priori on the analogy between animal
world and human world but on the mirabilia of the animal world.”® It is true that
Aelian in his De natura animalium often compares and contrasts the behaviour of
animals with that of humans, and concludes that animals are even superior to hu-
mans due to their technical, intellectual, and moral virtues.”” However, these reflec-
tions never take the form of a clear lesson’ that humans should learn from animals.

The exposition (3-4) is less typical of a fable: it does not introduce the reader
into the situation of one or more individual dogs that acted sometime in the past,*
but contains a general observation on the cautious drinking habits of dogs at the
Nile that, as suggested by the present tense rapiantur (4), are still observable in the
narrator’s times. Here, Phaedrus clearly comes close to the genre of natural history,
in which generalizing characterizations of animal traits and behaviours in the pre-
sent tense are the default mode, as can be seen in the passages quoted above.” Fur-
thermore, traditum est (4) seems to refer to an unspecified written tradition,?
which in this case could be a work of natural history like Pliny’s. The impersonal
formula stands out from Phaedrus’ usual fable style, as it occurs only here and,
slightly varied, in 5.4.6 Z. [= 4.4.6 G.] sic locutus traditur,” where it does not seem to
refer to a particular written tradition. Here, Phaedrus obviously employs it to un-
derline the credibility of his report and of the following fable narrative,” taking up
a strategy frequently used in natural history and in historical writing in general.

est (4) vs. certum est, lambe (6) vs. lambere, corcodillis (4) vs. crocodilorum, cupidum (8) vs. auiditati.
As Gértner 2015, 233 n. 8 notes, it cannot be excluded that Phaedrus was inspired by Pliny here, but
due to the uncertain dating of his work no definite conclusion is possible. At any rate, there seem
to be no other extant texts that Phaedrus could have used as a source, neither among natural his-
tory writings nor other fables, see also Gartner 2015, 235. For later parallels, see Solin. 15.12 and
Macrob. Sat. 2.2.7.

16 Cf. Hiibner 1984, 162.

17 Cf. Hiibner 1984, 159-163; Smith 2014, in particular 101 and 111.

18 Cf. for example Phaed. 1.4.2 Z. [= G.]: Canis per flumen carnem cum ferret; 1.19.3 Z. [= G.]: Canis
parturiens cum rogasset alteram; 1.20.3 Z. [= G.]: Corium depressum in fluuio uiderunt canes.

19 See also Lefkowitz 2014, 17-18 on Avian. 27 (the fable of the clever crow and the pitcher) in
comparison with Ael. NA 2.48.

20 On tradere referring to written traditions in particular, see Georges 1913/1918, II s.v. trado
p- 3168 under II/2/m/p.

21 “Itis said that he <i.e. the rider of the horse> spoke as follows.” (Transl. H.S.)

22 See also Gartner 2015, 233-234 n. 8.
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Pliny himself employs such an impersonal formula at 8.149 (certum est) to stress his
authority, and in book 8 alone there are numerous instances of tradere referring to
a specified or unspecified source.”® Aelian does not refer to a specific tradition in
this particular context, but in the rest of book 6 he often indicates his written or
oral sources.”

By igitur (5), Phaedrus links his generalizing introduction with a supporting
example of a specific dog interacting with a specific crocodile sometime in the
past. In accordance with the fable’s general tendency to humanize animals, the
two engage in a dialogue which is presented in direct speech (6-8): the crocodile
tries to reassure the cautious dog and encourages it to drink in peace, but the dog
refuses to do so because it knows that the crocodile wants to seize and eat it. The
possessive pronoun meae (8) is emphasized by its position at the end not only of the
verse but also of the entire text; it highlights the dog’s presence of mind, as it is not
distracted by the friendly words of the predator but remains focused on saving its
own life. Against this backdrop, the emphatic phrase facerem mehercules (7) has a
sarcastic overtone and seems to refer back to the promythium where humans that
act like the crocodile are said to be “disgracefully ridiculed” (deridentur turpiter, 2).

Neither Pliny nor Aelian illustrate their general descriptions of the dogs’ drink-
ing habits with concrete examples of specific individuals in the past, but in other
cases they do.®® What clearly distinguishes fable from natural history here is the
strong humanization of Phaedrus’ dog and crocodile through the gift of human
speech, which is particularly noticeable due to the direct speech and adds a fantas-
tic dimension to the text. Furthermore, the crocodile is humanized through its hunt-
ing strategy, which does not consist in jumping out of the water and dragging the
dog in with its jaws, but in an attempt to outwit the dog with sneaky words. Pliny

23 Iuba tradit and idem [...] tradit (8.14); Verrius tradit (8.17); Fenestella tradit (8.19); Aristoteles [...]
tradit (8.44); is ergo tradit (8.45); tradit Demetrius (8.59); Theophrastus [...] tradit (8.173); Nigidius
tradit (8.205); Aristoteles tradit (8.229); traditur (8.9; 13; 51; 55; 117; 123; 155; 166); tradunt (8.20; 40;
58; 151; 163; 176; 186; 203; 215; 222; 227); traduntur (8.106; 178). Traditum est only occurs once in Plin.
HN (10.23).

24 For example, he refers to Homer’s testimony in 6.1: ‘Ounpog [...] paptup®dv SfAdg ot (“it is
obvious that Homer testifies”), to an oral report he has heard in 6.2: dkoVw yoBv T0v Adyov ékelvov
(“I hear at least the following story”), to Aristotle in 6.3: AéyeL pev Aplototéing (“Aristotle says”),
and to a non-specified tradition in 6.5: Aéyovtat (“it is said that”).

25 See also Gartner 2015, 234, according to whom the action of the fable is a “Sonderfall” (“special
case”) of the usual behaviour of dogs on the Nile.

26 In the context of his remarks on dogs in book 8, Pliny praises their loyalty to humans in general
and then lists numerous historical examples of amazingly loyal dogs (8.142-145). A few chapters
earlier, Aelian (NA 6.48) states in the present tense that mares are good mothers and illustrates this
with an example from the time of Darius III.
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and, even more, Aelian often humanize animals by attributing complex mental ca-
pacities, feelings, and moral virtues to them,” but the animals in their anecdotes
never reveal what they think or feel ‘straight from the horse’s mouth’. If animals
‘speak’ in natural history, they mimic human speech, particularly often in birds,*
or their sudden ability to speak is reported as a prodigium.”

2.2 Phaed. 2.6 Z. [= G.]: The eagle, the crow and the tortoise

Contra potentes nemo est munitus satis;
si uero accessit consiliator maleficus,
uis et nequitia quicquid oppugnant ruit.
Aquila in sublime sustulit testudinem.
Quae cum abdidisset cornea corpus domo 5
nec ullo pacto laedi posset condita,
uenit per auras cornix et propter uolans:
“Opimam sane praedam rapuisti unguibus;
sed nisi monstraro quid sit faciendum tibi,
graui nequiquam te lassabit pondere.” 10
Promissa parte suadet ut scopulum super
altis ab astris duram illidat corticem,
qua comminuta facile uescatur cibo.
Inducta uerbis, aquila monitis paruit
(***)
simul et magistrae large diuisit dapem. 15
Sic tuta quae Naturae fuerat munere,
impar duabus occidit tristi nece.
(Phaed. 26 Z. [ G.)*

No one is sufficiently protected against the powerful; but if an evil adviser joins forces with
them, whatever violence and wickedness besiege collapses. An eagle carried a tortoise high
up into the air. As it had hidden its body inside its horny house and could not, safe as it was,
be hurt in any way, a crow came through the air and flying alongside said <to the eagle>: “You
have certainly carried off a good haul in your talons; but unless I show you what to do with it,
it will tire you through its heavy weight to no purpose.” When a share had been promised,
<the crow> advised <the eagle> to smash the hard shell on a rock from the height of the stars,

27 For Pliny, see in particular HN 8.1 on the elephant. In Aelian, humanization of animals is present
throughout, see Hitbner 1984, 159-163.

28 See Kitchell 2020 with several examples from Pliny and Aelian.

29 Cf. for example Plin. HN 8.153: canem locutum in prodigiis [...] accepimus (“among other prodi-
gies we have heard that a dog spoke”).

30 For Phaed. 2.6 Z. [= G.], see Gértner 2021, 56-62; Baeza Angulo 2011, 44-45; Solimano 2005,
188-191; Oberg 2000, 104-106.
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so that, after crushing it, it might easily eat the meal. Persuaded by the words, the eagle obeyed
the instructions <***> and at the same time generously shared the feast with its teacher. Thus,
<the tortoise> that had been protected by a gift of Nature was no match for the two and died
a bitter death.

(Transl. H.S.)

This fable, too, has obvious parallels in natural history:

huius ingenium est et testudines raptas frangere e sublimi iaciendo, quae fors interemit po-
etam Aeschylum, praedictam fatis, ut ferunt, eius diei ruinam secura caeli fide cauentem.
(Plin. HN 10.7)

It <i.e. a kind of eagle called morphnos> has the clever trick to break up even tortoises that it
has carried off by dropping them from a height. This accident killed the poet Aeschylus, who,
as they say, was on his guard against the catastrophe of this day which had been foretold by
oracles by confidently trusting in the <open> sky.

(Transl. H.S.)

4G xepoaiag xeAwvag ol detol cuAaBOVTEG elta Gvwdev mpoorpa&av Taig TéTpaLS, Kai o
XEAWVLOV cUVTPIPavTeG 00TWG E€atpodal TV adpka Kal égbiovat. TavTn ToL Kal AloyVAov TOV
"EAevciviov Tov Tig Tpaywdiag momtny tov Blov akovw katastpédal. 6 pev AioyvAog eni Tivog
néTpag kabijoTo, T elblopéva SOV PIL0coEEOV Kal ypaewv: E0pLE 8¢ fv THY KEQaANRY Kal
YOG, 0indeig 00V aetdg MéTpav elvat THV KEQAANY elta pévtol Kat avTiig apijkev {v Katelye
XeAwvNy, Kal étuye to0 mpoetpnpévou T0 BEAOG, Kal amékTelve TOV vdpa.

(Ael. NA 7.16)

Eagles seize land tortoises and then dash them on rocks from above, and having crushed the
tortoise’s shell they extract the flesh in this way and eat it. It was in this way, I hear, that also
Aeschylus of Eleusis, the tragic poet, ended his life. Aeschylus was sitting on a rock, meditating,
I suppose, and writing in his usual way. He had no hair on his head and was bald. Now an
eagle, supposing that his head was arock, then, however, dropped on it the tortoise that it was
holding, and the missile struck the aforementioned man and killed him.

(Transl. H.S.)

In Pliny, the immediate context is the description of different kinds of eagles; in the
above passage, he is discussing the third kind called morphnos. He provides a short
general description of the eagle’s behaviour in the present tense (huius ingenium
est), using the collective singular huius for all eagles of this kind and the generaliz-
ing plural testudines, and links it with a statement on the bird’s intelligence (inge-
nium)* and a historical example of a prominent person’s death caused by the ani-
mal’s behaviour (interemit poetam Aeschylum). In Aelian, the chapter on eagles is

31 Ingenium, however, might also be interpreted in the sense of ‘innate quality’ or ‘instinct’, see
the translation by Kénig/Winkler 2007, 21: “den angeborenen Instinkt” (“the innate instinct”).
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not directly connected to the preceding one but opens a short sequence on various
birds (7.16-18). Like Pliny, he uses the present tense® and the plural (tag yepoaiag
YeAwvag ot detol) to emphasize the general nature of the bird’s behaviour, but his
description is more detailed: he also mentions the purpose of the eagle’s strategy,
that is extracting the flesh from the smashed tortoise’s shell and eating it (¢€atpoBat
TNV odpka kal €éoBiovoy), and he reports the decisive fact that eagles deliberately
drop their prey onto rocks (taig métpaig). He, too, adds the example of Aeschylus’
death, but whereas Pliny only speaks of the accident (fors) that killed the poet, Ae-
lian expands this into a story in the past tense in which a specific eagle (det6¢g) drops
a tortoise on Aeschylus’ bald head, mistaking it for a rock.

In regard to content, Phaedrus parallels natural history throughout this fable
by his strong focus on realistic details of the animals’ physiognomy and behaviour.
The most important elements of the story, i.e. the fact that the eagle has lifted the
tortoise into the air (in sublime sustulit, 4), breaks its shell by dropping it on a rock
(scopulum super | altis ab astris [...] illidat corticem, 11-12), and eats its flesh (ues-
catur cibo, 13), have parallels in Pliny and Aelian, cf. testudines raptas frangere e
sublimi iaciendo and tag yepoaiag xeAwvag [...] oA apovteg [...] avwBev mpoaor|pa-
gav taig méTpatg, kal 0 xeAwviov cuvtpihavteg obtwg €atpolol v adpka kal
¢oBlovol. Phaedrus even goes beyond these two reports as he highlights the hard-
ness and stability of the tortoise’s shell on the phonetic and lexical level (cf. cornea
corpus,® 5; nec ullo pacto laedi, 6; duram [...] corticem, 12) and emphasizes its highly
protective effect through its metaphorical description as a ‘house’ (domo, 5) in
which the tortoise is safely hidden (abdidisset, 5; condita, 6). He also gives some at-
tention to the eagle’s physiognomy by mentioning its talons (unguibus, 8), which are
the basic prerequisite for lifting the tortoise and smashing its shell from on high.
Pliny and Aelian do not focus on the bird’s feet in this context, but Pliny pays special
attention to talons in HN 10.29, suggesting that birds should be classified according
to their feet, which are either hooked talons or claws or webbed feet.

Stylistically, Phaedrus clearly sticks to the conventions of fable. Again, his fable
starts with a promythium (1-3) that anticipates what we can learn about human life
from the following narrative, setting his genre apart from natural history. Further-
more, the ‘lesson’ of the fable is very different from what readers can learn from
the passages in Pliny and Aelian. In Pliny, the destruction of the tortoise’s shell by
the eagle provides evidence of the intelligence of this bird (ingenium), and the im-
plicit intention of Aelian’s passage seems to be the deepening of his readers’ insight
into the astonishing qualities that the éAoya, the non-human animals “without

32 The aorist mpoorpa&av is gnomic and equivalent to the present tense.
33 On the effect of the c-alliteration, see also Gartner 2021, 57.



166 —— Hedwig Schmalzgruber

reason”, share with humans* — even if this accidently resulted in the death of a
famous poet. Phaedrus, however, tells his fable to highlight that the combination of
power, represented by the eagle, and wickedness, represented by the crow in the
role of an adviser, is fatal for the victim (uis et nequitia quicquid oppugnant ruit, 3).
Therefore, his focus is not on Aeschylus’ accident, which he does not mention at all,
but on the fate of the tortoise that is deliberately victimized by the two birds.

In contrast to Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.], the exposition (4-6) does not contain a gen-
eralizing description of the behaviour of eagles and tortoises in the present tense
as would be typical of natural history, but introduces the reader directly into the
concrete situation of a specific eagle some day in the past, which lifted a tortoise up
into the air (sustulit, 4) and was — at least at that moment — not able to destroy its
shell (cf. nec [...] laedi posset, 6).

The exposition of Phaedrus’ fable is followed by the actio of the crow (7-13),
which suddenly turns up and flies alongside the eagle (propter uolans, 7). In a skilful
speech, it makes the eagle promise it a share of the tortoise’s flesh and in turn gives
it the essential advice to smash the shell on a rock from a great height. In its reactio
(14-15), the eagle follows the advice and gives its ‘teacher’ a generous share of the
prey. In contrast to the tradition of natural history, Phaedrus thus introduces a
third animal into the story, which acts as a teacher to the eagle in order to profit
from the prey itself. The idea that different species of birds compete for the same
prey, which seems to be the ‘realistic’ background of the interaction between the
crow and the eagle,® or that one animal learns a new useful behaviour by imitating
another, would not be fundamentally alien to natural history. Phaedrus’ narrative,
however, clearly enters the fantastic realms of the fable because the crow gives
verbal advice to which the eagle reacts (cf. inducta uerbis and monitis paruit, 14). As
in Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.], the humanization of the two birds through the gift of human
speech is the key difference between fable and natural history.

Only in the conclusion (16-17) might one identify a convergence with the style
of natural history, as Phaedrus calls the protective shell a “gift of nature” (Naturae
[...] munere, 16), employing concepts and terms that are also frequent in natural
history.*

34 Cf.in particular the praefatio of Ael. NA.

35 Crows and birds of prey such as eagles may compete for the same kind of food, which may
result in crows attacking other birds, as can be seen in a great variety of media reports on the
internet.

36 Cf. for example Plin. HN 7.167 (munus naturae) and 25.18 (naturae munere); Ael. NA praef. (§@pa
@VoEWE); 1.21 (8®Opov €k pUaews eiifyacy); 1.36 (8Opov [...] f eUOLS [...] E8wKev).
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2.3 Phaed. app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.]: The hungry bear

Si quando in siluis urso desunt copiae,
scopulosum ad litus currit et prendens petram
pilosa crura sensim demittit uado;
quorum inter uillos simul haeserunt cammari,
in* terram abripiens excutit praedam maris 5
escaque fruitur passim collecta uafer.
Ergo etiam stultis acuit ingenium fames.
(Phaed. app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.])*®

Whenever the bear lacks food supplies in the woods, it runs to the rocky shore and, clinging
to a rock, gradually lowers its hairy legs into the water; as soon as crabs have got caught
amidst their fur, it drags them away onto the land and shakes out the haul from the sea and,
having collected the food from all sides, enjoys it, clever creature. Thus, hunger sharpens the
mind even of the stupid.

(Transl. H.S.)

This description of the bear’s fishing strategy seems to be unparalleled, but pas-
sages from Pliny and Aelian can be compared in some respects:

ingrediuntur et bipedes [scil. ursi]; arborem auersi derepunt. tauros ex ore cornibusque
eorum omnibus pedibus suspensi pondere fatigant. nec alteri animalium in maleficio stulti-
tia sollertior.

(Plin. HN 8.130-131)

<Bears> even walk on two feet; they crawl down a tree backward. They exhaust bulls with
their weight by hanging by all four feet from their mouth and horns. And no other animal’s
stupidity is more skilful in its misdeeds.

(Transl. H.S.)

ursi et fruge, fronde, uindemia, pomis uiuunt et apibus, cancris etiam ac formicis; [...].
(Plin. HN 10.199)

Bears also live on crops, leaves, grapes, fruits, and bees, even on crabs and ants.
(Transl. H.S.)

SoAepov ypiua i AAwTNE. [...] T oukpa 8¢ ix6V8La Bnpdol vy co®g. Tapd v 6xOnv v
700 motapod épyovtal Kal THV ovpav KabLdotv £¢ T0 D8wpP' TA 8¢ TpoavéovTa évicyetal Te Kal
éunaidooetal @ Sdoel @ TOV TPY@®V. al 6¢ aicbopevar tol pev B8atog avaywpolow,

37 interram codd., <se> in terram Zago.
38 On Phaed. app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.], see Baeza Angulo 2011, 169-170; Solimano 2005, 326-327;
Oberg 2000, 257.
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é\Boloat 8¢ €¢ T Enpa ywpla Slaceiovol Tag ovpdg, kal ékmintel T XOVSLa, kal ékelval
8etnvov afpotatov £xouaty.
(Ael. NA 6.24)

The fox is a crafty thing. [...] They catch tiny fish in a very clever way. They walk along the
riverbank and lower their tail into the water. And <the fish> swim up to them and are en-
meshed and entangled in the shaggy hairs. When <the foxes> notice this, they withdraw from
the water, go onto the dry land and shake their tails violently, and the tiny fish fall out, and
the former have a most delicious meal.

(Transl. H.S.)

coQia 8¢ GpkTov v &pa EKetva.
(Ael. NA 6.9)

The following shows the cleverness of the <female> bear.
(Transl. H.S.)

The first passage from Pliny is found within his descriptions of the bear’s physical
qualities and deals with the animal’s ways of moving and with its strategy for hunt-
ing down bulls; in the second passage, the bear’s diet is discussed. In Aelian NA 6.24,
the clever fishing strategy of the fox follows directly after a passage on the scor-
pion’s ingenuity, whereas the female bear’s cleverness (NVA 6.9) in protecting its
young is loosely connected to the following chapter on the docility of animals.

In content, Phaedrus’ epimythium that “hunger sharpens the mind even of the
stupid” (stultis acuit ingenium fames, 7) can be compared to Pliny’s statement in
8.131 that bears are skilful in doing harm while at the same time being stupid (nec
alteri animalium in maleficio stultitia sollertior).® In addition, the fact reported in
the same passage that bears crawl down trees backwards (arborem auersi derepunt)
might be compared to the movement of the bear in lines 2-3, which clings to a rock
while letting its legs down backward into the water (prendens petram | [...] crura
[...] demittit uado), and the crabs mentioned in Phaedrus (cammari, 4) are also listed
as part of the bears’ diet in Plin. 10.199 (cancris).

Aelian, too, attests the intelligence of the bear in certain behaviours (cogia 8¢
Gipxtov, 6.9), but does not mention its general stupidity. More interesting, however,
are the striking parallels between his description of the fox’s clever hunting strat-
egy and that of the bear in Phaedrus: both animals lower a part of their body into
the water, the fox its tail (t1jv o0pav kabiéicwv £¢ T0 U8wp) and the bear its legs (crura

39 Ovid, too, ascribes stupidity to the bear in Hal. 59, asking quid nisi pondus iners stolidaeque
ferocia mentis? (“what else <is it> than sluggish weight and ferocity of a stupid mind?”). The appar-
ent clumsiness of the heavy and shaggy animal seems to be the reason why it is sometimes consid-
ered unintelligent.
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[...] demittit uado, 3), the little fishes or crabs get entangled in the fur (ta 6¢ [scil.
ouwkpa iyBvdial mpoaovéovta évioyetal te kal éunaidcoetal @ Sdoel @ TGOV
POV — inter uillos simul haeserunt cammari, 4), the fox or bear gets back on
land, shakes its fur to make the prey fall out, and eats it (éABoUoat 8¢ £¢ Tt Enpa
wpia Staceiovat Tag oVPAg, kal éxmintel T {xBVSLA, Kal ekelval Setmvov afpota-
T0V €YoV — in terram abripiens excutit praedam maris | escaque fruitur passim
collecta uafer, 5-6). Thus, even though there are no exact parallels in content be-
tween Phaedrus’ fable and natural history writings, the content of his fable clearly
comes close to the tradition of natural history.

In style, Phaedrus’ text is much closer to a natural history anecdote in the style
of Pliny or Aelian than to a typical fable. It starts with si quando (“whenever”, 1) and
iswritten in the present tense throughout, with the only perfect haeserunt (4) mark-
ing the completion of an action before a new action in the present (excutit, 5). This
is clearly a general description of a particular behaviour of bears that happens un-
der particular circumstances (whenever the bear has no more food supplies) and
can be repeated at any time, like the behaviour of the bears or foxes in Pliny and
Aelian. The singular (urso, 1) does not refer to a specific individual but must be in-
terpreted as a collective singular, as is the case in the two passages from Aelian (1)
GAWTINE, 6.24; dpkTov, 6.9). Further, the focus is on a realistic step-by-step descrip-
tion of the bear’s behaviour with many illustrative details, e.g. the rocky shore
(scopulosum ad litus, 2), the hairy legs that are lowered gradually into the water
(pilosa crura sensim demittit, 3), and the fact that the bear collects the crabs from
all directions (passim collecta, 6) after shaking them out of its fur. This very detailed
representation is quite similar to that in Ael. NA 6.24. The bear is not humanized
through verbal speech or thoughts, it shares only the mental quality of cleverness
(uafer, 6) with humans. The idea that non-human animals have many mental (and
also moral) virtues that are claimed to be restricted to humans is present through-
out Aelian’s work and can also be found in the above passages (§oAepov xpfua n
GATINE, 6.24; coola 8¢ dpktov [...] ékelva, 6.9). Finally, the ‘typical’ structure of the
narrative part of fables, which often comprises an exposition, an exchange of actio
and reactio, and a result, is hardly noticeable here,* as the bear’s actions appear as
a continuous process, very similar to the generalizing descriptions of animal behav-
iour in natural history. Interestingly, the epimythium, which is a standard element
of fables, does not explicitly refer to humans, as does the promythium in 1.25 Z.
[= G.] (cautis hominibus, 1), but stultis (7) seems to include humans and non-human
animals. There is no longer a clear analogy between the animal world and human

40 One might distinguish an exposition in 1, the actio of the bear in 2-3, the reactio of the crabs in 4,
and the result in 5-6, but this does not seem very convincing to me.
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world, as would be typical of fable, and the last sentence could also be read as the
concluding remark of a natural history anecdote.

2.4 Phaed. app. 23 Z. [= app. 25 G.]: The snake and the lizard

Serpens lacertam forte auersam prenderat,
quam deuorare patula cum uellet gula,
arripuit illa prope iacentem surculum
et pertinaci morsu transuersum tenens
auidum sollerti rictum frenauit mora. 5
Praedam dimisit ore serpens irritam.
(Phaed. app. 23 Z. [= app. 25 G.)*

A snake had by chance caught a lizard from behind. When it wanted to devour it with its
gaping throat, <the lizard> seized a twig lying nearby and holding it transversely with firm
bite restrained the greedy jaws with the ingenious obstacle. The snake released from its mouth
the prey that had been caught in vain.

(Transl. H.S.)

Snakes feed on other reptiles like lizards and Pliny mentions battles between liz-
ards and snakes (HN 8.97), but there seem to be no exact parallels to this description
of a lizard’s behaviour either in natural history or in other sources. However, Pliny
and Aelian provide accounts that are in some way comparable:

sed aduersum ire soli hi [scil. Tentyritae] audent [scil. crocodilis], quin et flumini innatant dor-
soque equitantium modo inpositi hiantibus resupino capite ad morsum addita in os claua, a dex-
tra ac laeua tenentes extrema eius utrimque, ut frenis in terram agunt captiuos [...].

(Plin. HN 8.93)

But these men alone <i.e. the Tentyritae> dare to go against them <i.e. the crocodiles>; they
even swim in the river and, sitting on their back like riders, when they open their jaws with
the head thrown backward to bite, insert a wooden club into their mouth, and holding its ends
on bhoth sides on the right and on the left, drive them to the land as their prisoners as if with
bridles [...].

(Transl. H.S.)

206V TL dpa ypiina fv yévog Batpdywv Atyurtinv, kai 00y Kal Tdv A wY UTEPPEPOLGL KATA
TIOAD. £av yap 08pw meputéon Nethov Bpéupatt BdTpayog, KaAdpov TpOPog EvEaxwv TAdyLov
eépeLxal anpig éyxetal kat ovk avinot katd T0 KapTepov. 0 8¢ dunyavel Katamtely avTov avTd

41 OnPhaed. app. 23 Z. [= app. 25 G.], see Baeza Angulo 2011, 172; Solimano 2005, 328-331; Oberg 2000,
259-260.
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KoAGuw' o0 yap ol ywpel meptParely T0000TOV TO 0TOUA, 6GOV O KAAAUOG Sleipyel. kal €k
ToUTOL TepLyivovTat Tig pwung T@v HEpwV ot BaTpayol Tij coeiq.
(Ael. VH1.3)

A clever thing is a species of Egyptian frogs, and therefore they are much superior to the oth-
ers. For if a frog encounters a water snake, a creature of the Nile, it bites off a piece of reed,
carries it transversely, holds it tightly and does not let it go with all its strength. <The water
snake>, however, cannot swallow it together with the reed, because it does not manage to
encompass it with its mouth as much as the reed is wide. And, as a result, the frogs overcome
the strength of the water snakes through their cleverness.

(Transl. H.S.)

In the context of the above passage, Pliny describes the Nile crocodile and its natu-
ral enemies, including the inhabitants of the island of Tentyris, who are the only
humans to face the horrible animals bravely. They defeat them by sitting on their
backs and inserting a club transversely into their gaping mouths which they use
like reins. Aelian here and in the following chapter also deals with Egyptian ani-
mals, but in contrast to the human-animal interaction in Pliny he describes the in-
teraction between two animals, one of which outwits the stronger one through its
cleverness (cf. co@ov i [...] xpfjua and tfj coiq): by holding a piece of reed trans-
versely in its mouth, the Nile frog becomes too wide to fit into the mouth of the
water snake. While in Pliny the humans bridle the crocodiles’ mouths with a club
held transversely, Aelian’s frog holds the reed in its own mouth.

In terms of content, the fable is much closer to Aelian than to Pliny:* the lizard
and the Nile frog both keep a kind of stick transversely in their mouth to avoid be-
ing swallowed by a snake (surculum [...] | [...] transuersum tenens, 3-4; cf. xaAduov
TpLEOG [...] mAdylov @épel) with the slight difference that the lizard is stuck in the
snake’s throat with the lower half of its body (cf. auersam prenderat, 1) whereas the
frog has not yet been caught by the water snake. The behaviour of the lizard and
the snake is rendered with many realistic details that are also present in Aelian and
Pliny, in particular the gaping mouth of the snake (patula [...] gula, 2; auidum [...]
rictum, 5; cf. hiantibus referring to the crocodiles) and the lizard’s tight grip on the
twig lying transversely in its mouth (pertinaci morsu transuersum tenens, 4; cf.
TAQYLOV Q€peL Kal anpié &yxetal kai ovk avinol katd t0 kaptepdv). Like in Aelian,
the lizard’s natural behaviour shows its cleverness (sollerti [...] mora, 5; cf. copdv
Tt [...] xpfipa and tij co@iq).

42 The question who used whom as a source would be very difficult to answer and cannot be
discussed here. Phaedrus may have been inspired by Pliny (cf. in particular frenauit, 5; cf. ut frenis),
and may have modified the story himself, which was taken up by Aelian later. But it is also plausible
that Phaedrus and Aelian used a single source that is no longer extant.
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Stylistically, this fable parallels natural history in a similar way to the previous
one, as it entirely lacks any humanization of animals through speech or thought.
But whereas Pliny and Aelian provide generalizing descriptions of human and ani-
mal behaviour in the present tense, Phaedrus is not describing in general the trick
lizards use to escape from a snake’s mouth, but telling the story of a specific lizard
and a specific snake, which happened “by chance” (forte, 1) some time in the past.

Phaedrus’ fable is preceded by a later prose introduction with the message that
“when strength is lacking, guile must be used”,” but we cannot be sure if the origi-
nal fable contained a promythium at all.** Hence, we should be cautious about
claiming that this fable parallels natural history stylistically through a deliberate
lack of a promythium. However, it can at least be noted that, as in Phaed. app. 20 Z.
[= app. 22 G.], the typical fable structure recedes into the background behind a more
continuous narrative.*

2.5 Phaed. app. 28 Z. [= app. 30 G.]: The beaver

Canes effugere cum iam non possit fiber
(Graeci loquaces quem dixerunt castorem
et indiderunt bestiae nomen dei,
illi qui iactant se uerborum copia),
abripere morsu fertur testiculos sibi, 5
quia propter illos sentiat (se)se peti.
Diuina quod ratione fieri non negem;
uenator namque simul inuenit remedium,
omittit ipsum persequi et (rejuocat canes.

Hoc si praestare possent homines, ut suo 10
uellent carere, tuti posthac uiuerent;
haud quisquam insidias nudo faceret corpori.

(Phaed. app. 28 Z. [= app. 30 G.])*

When the beaver is no longer able to escape from dogs (the loquacious Greeks have called it
‘castor’ and have given the animal the name of a god, they who brag about the abundance of

43 Ubi leonis pellis deficit uulpinam insuendam esse: hoc est ubi deficiunt uires astu utendum (“If a
lion’s skin is not available, a fox’s skin must be sewn on; that is, if strength is missing, guile must
be used.”).

44 Cf. Zago 2020, 181.

45 It would be less convincing to distinguish an exposition (1-2), the actio of the lizard (3-4), the
reactio of the snake (5), and a conclusion (6).

46 On Phaed. app. 28 Z. [= app. 30 G.], see Baeza Angulo 2011, 176-177; Solimano 2005, 334-337,
Oberg 2000, 266-268; and Silvia Mattiacci’s contribution in this volume.
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their words) it is said to bite off its testicles because it understands that it is hunted for them.
That this happens according to a divine plan I cannot deny; for as soon as the hunter has found
the medicine, he ceases to pursue the beaver itself and calls back the dogs. If men could man-
age to be willing to do without their property, they would live safely in the future; no one
would set a trap for a naked body.

(Transl. H.S.)

The beaver’s behaviour described here was quite frequently treated in ancient lit-
erature.” With regards to natural history, the following passages can be quoted as
parallels:

Easdem partes sibi ipsi Pontici amputant fibri periculo urgente, ob hoc se peti gnari; castoreum
id uocant medici.
(Plin. HN 8.109)

The beavers living at the Black Sea cut off the same parts of their bodies when threatened by
danger, as they know that they are hunted for this reason; the doctors call it ‘castoreum’ <‘bea-
ver-oil’>.

(Transl. H.S.)

[...] spectabili naturae potentia, in iis quoque, quibus et in terris uictus est, sicut fibris, quos
castoras uocant et castorea testes eorum. amputari hos ab ipsis, cum capiantur, negat Sextius
diligentissimus medicinae, quin immo paruos esse substrictosque et adhaerentes spinae, nec
adimi sine uita animalis posse; [...].

(Plin. HN 32.26)

[...] Equally remarkable is the might of Nature also in those animals that live <in the water
and> also on land, such as the beavers, which they call “castors” and their testicles “castorea”.
Sextius, who is most scrupulous in the field of medicine, denies that these are bitten off by
<the beavers> themselves when they are being caught; on the contrary they are small, as he
says, drawn inwards, and attached to the spine, and cannot be taken away without the ani-
mal’s life; [...].

(Transl. H.S.)

ovkolv éniotatat TV aitiav 8t fv €n’ avTov ot Bnpatal oLy mpoBupia te kal Opuf i mdon
xwpolal, Kal Emkoupag kal Sakwv anékope ToLg Eautol dpyeLs, Kal mpoaépplhev avTols, wg
avnp epOVLHOg ANoTaig pév meputecwv, Katabelg 8¢ doa émnyeto LTEP THG £avTod cwWTNPiag,
AOTpa 8jmou Tadta GAAATTOpEVOG. £av 82 [} TpOTEPOV EKTEUMV Kal cwBelg elta TaAWY StwknTa,
0 8¢ dvaoTtioag £autov Kal Emsei€ag 6L TG aVT®Y 0TIOLSHG OUK ExeL TV LTOBEGLY, TOD TEpaL-
TEPOV KAUATOL TAPEAVOE TOVG BNPaTag RTTOV Yap ETL TMV KPEDV EKEIVOLG PPOVTIG £0TL TTOA-
Axig 8¢ xal Evopyol Gvteg, w¢ GTL TOPPWTATW £auTOVG Aroomdoavteg Td Spouw, elta

47 Cf. Cic. Scaur. 2.14 Olechowska; Nux 165-166 (allusion); Juv. 12.34-36; Apul. Met. 1.9; in the ancient
fable it only occurs after Phaedrus (Aesop. 118 P. [= 120 Hsr.; 154 Ch.]).
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VT00TEINAVTEG TO GTTOLSALOUEVOV UEPOG, TTAVL G0QME Kal Tavoupyws EEnndtnoav, kg ovk
€YoVvTeS A kpUYAVTES YOV,
(Ael. NA 6.34)

Thus, <the beaver> understands the reason why hunters come after it with all their eagerness
and effort, and it bows down and bites off its testicles and throws them before them, like a
prudent man who, after he has fallen into the hands of robbers, puts down all he is carrying
to save his own life, doubtless giving it in exchange as ransom. If, however, it has castrated
itself earlier and after saving its life is then again pursued, it stands up and demonstrates that
it offers no ground for their eagerness and releases the hunters from further effort; for they
care less about its meat. Often, however, also beavers with <intact> testicles, after escaping as
far away as possible by running, have then drawn in the coveted part and tricked <the hunt-
ers>in avery clever and crafty way, as if they no longer possessed what they indeed possessed,
concealing it.

(Transl. H.S.)

In Pliny, the self-castration of the beaver in danger (8.109) is immediately preceded
by a chapter on the castration of new-born male wild asses by their fathers. In the
context of 32.26, Pliny is speaking of remedies produced from animals that live in
water; here, he discusses the so-called ‘beaver-oil’ (castoreum), a viscous fluid for
territorial scent-marking produced in organs that were thought to be the male ani-
mal’s testicles in Antiquity but are in fact the so-called castor sacs, “a pair of pouch-
like structures located between the kidneys and bladder” possessed by both male
and female beavers.” Based on the pharmacological writer Sextius, Pliny denies
that the beaver cuts off its ‘testicles’ itself because this would cause its death. In
Aelian, the chapter on the self-castration of the beaver is loosely linked to the three
preceding chapters on animals hunted by humans. In contrast to Pliny, he discusses
not only the act itself but also the tricks with which already castrated or still intact
beavers escape hunters, either displaying their belly deprived of the coveted ‘testi-
cles’, or pretending to have lost them already by drawing them inwards.

It is obvious that Phaedrus’ knowledge about the beaver is shared with ancient
natural history. The idea that beavers cut off their testicles when they are hunted
(canes effugere cum iam non possit, 1; uenator, 8) is expressed in a more general way
in Pliny (periculo urgente and peti, 8.109; cum capiantur, 32.26), who does not explic-
itly mention humans as hunters, in contrast to Aelian (ot Onpatai). Phaedrus then,
in a kind of parenthesis (2-4), adds a mini-excursus on the animal’s Greek name
castor, which has a parallel in Pliny 32.26 (quos castoras uocant). According to 5-6,
the beaver bites off its testicles (abripere morsu [...] testiculos sibi) because it is
aware that it is pursued for them (quia propter illos sentiat <se>se peti). The beaver’s

48 Cf. Rosell/Campbell-Palmer 2022, 85-86, here: 85.
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teeth as the instrument of castration are explicitly mentioned by Aelian (Saxwv
améxoye) whereas this detail is obscured somewhat by Pliny, who uses the more
technical term amputare; if Phaedrus used Pliny as a source, he obviously ignored
Pliny’s critical remarks on the beaver’s self-castration in HN 32.26 (negat Sextius
diligentissimus medicinae). Like Phaedrus, both writers highlight the animal’s
awareness that the hunters are interested in its testicles (Plin. HN 32.26: ob hoc se
peti gnari; Ael. NA 6.34: émiotatal v aitiav 8U fjv ém’ avtov ol Onpatal [...]
xwpoOay); the use of the testicles as a remedy (remedium, 8) is discussed in detail by
Pliny at 32.27-31. Finally, the result that the hunter stops pursuing the beaver after
finding the testicles (8-9) has a parallel in Aelian, according to whom the animal
throws its amputated testicles in the hunters’ path (xai Tpocéppupev avTolg).
Phaedrus’ convergence with natural history is also evident in style. He de-
scribes the repetitive behaviour of beavers, using the present tense throughout the
fable and in one case the perfect (inuenit, 8) to mark the completion of an action
before another one starts (omittit, 9).* The collective singulars fiber (1) and uenator
(8) stand for beavers’ persecution by hunters in general and not for specific indi-
viduals that interacted with each other on a particular day in the past. The descrip-
tion is naturalistic throughout and does not contain any signs of humanization such
as human speech or thoughts. Remarks on the non-Roman names (cf. Graeci [...]
dixerunt castorem, 2) of humans, animals, and things are frequent in natural his-
tory, as can be seen in the passages from Pliny (castoreum id uocant medici, 8.109;
quos castoras uocant et castorea testes eorum, 32.26), and thus Phaedrus is match-
ing the ‘didactic’ style of natural history. However, he goes beyond mere didaxis by
attacking the Greeks for their loquaciousness (loquaces, 2; qui iactant se uerborum
copia, 4): here, the poet Phaedrus and his poetical programme of breuitas come to
the fore.™ The impersonal formula fertur (5) is rare in Phaedrus and only here does
it seem to refer to a non-specified tradition of knowledge.” As in the case of tradi-
tum est (1.25.4), the formula evidently serves to underline the credibility of what is
told, and in this way, too, Phaedrus comes close to the style of natural history.*

49 Pliny uses the present tense throughout, Aelian mixes the gnomic aorist and present tense.

50 There are many more examples in books 8 and 32, e.g. nabun Aethiopes uocant, 8.69 (“the Ethiopi-
ans call it nabu”) and quas Graeci @puvoug uocant, 32.50 (“which the Greeks call phrynoi <i.e. toads>”).
51 Cf. also Baeza Angulo 2011, 176 n. 65.

52 The other instances of fertur do not refer to traditions of knowledge (1.10.8 Z. [= G.], 1.27.9 Z.
[=G.],332Z. [=G.].

53 There are several instances of fertur referring to a certain tradition in Pliny, e.g. 12.108; 19.128;
21.12; 31.55; 32.3; 35.66; 36.17; 36.127.
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Whereas the use of the first person (non negem, 7) is frequent in the pro- and
epilogues and in the pro- and epimythia of Phaedrus’ fables,* the ‘author’* Phae-
drus does not speak up elsewhere in the narrative parts of his fables. Thus, non
negem (7) is indeed unusual and might be interpreted as a coming close to natural
history, where authors often speak in the first person to present their personal opin-
ion, observations, or knowledge: there are many examples in Pliny and Aelian.* Also,
the idea that the gods or divine Nature have organized the world in a most reason-
able way and care for its creatures (diuina quod ratione fieri non negem, 7) can be
interpreted as a parallel to natural history thinking and is found in Pliny’s and
Aelian’s works too.”

Like the previous two texts, this fable does not seem to correspond to the ‘typi-
cal’ structure of fable with actio and reactio; instead, it contains a continuous nar-
rative with an inserted mini-excursus (2—-4) and a commentary by the ‘author’ (7),
coming quite close to a natural history anecdote. Only the epimythium (10-12) is
clearly recognizable and explicitly transfers the beaver’s behaviour to human life:
by using a counterfactual conditional clause (hoc si praestare possent homines [...] |
tuti posthac uiuerent, 10-11), Phaedrus makes clear that humans are — usually —
unable to act like the beaver but would benefit from doing so, and so the animal
serves as an exemplary model for them. It should be mentioned that Aelian, too, in

54 Cf. Oberg 2000, 14.

55 That is, the author-persona, not the empirical author.

56 For example, there are 55 instances of arbitror (“I believe”) in Pliny’s Natural history outside
the praefatio, in five cases in combination with equidem (“as far as I am concerned”). Aelian, too,
often speaks in the first person singular outside his prologue, cf. the following examples from book 1:
1.6: cacovw (“I hear”); 1.49: kal €netot pot Bavpdlewy (“and I am astonished”); 1.51: wg kpivewy ué (“as
I estimate”); 1.53: kai TV pév aitiav einelv ovk 0ida, 6 82 0i8a Tovto elntov (“and the reason for this
I'am unable to tell, but I have told what I know”).

57 Pliny emphasizes throughout his work that divine Nature has created everything for the sake
of mankind, cf. for example HN 27.2 where he underlines that our knowledge about plants and the
remedies derived from them is not a human invention but comes from the gods or Nature (nunc
uero deorum fuisse eam apparet aut certe diuinam, [...] eandemque omnium parentem et genuisse
haec et ostendisse, “But now it is clear that <the rich knowledge about plants> has been the gift of
the gods or at least inspired by them, [...] and that the same mother of all things both produced and
showed this <to us>”). Even in the most marvellous natural phenomena there is a “plan” (et in his
quidem, tametsi mirabilis, est tamen aliqua ratio, “and in these things there is indeed, however
marvellous, nevertheless a kind of plan”, HN 9.178). In contrast to Pliny, Aelian underlines the idea
that the gods do not disdain the non-human animals, but take care of them and love them, cf. NA
11.31: mpévolav avtdv [scil. T@v {wwv] ot Beol motoBvtat, kat olte abT®V Kata@povodoty o0Te Uy
OALYDPWG Exouoty [...]. 6Twg 0DV kal avtd @ureitat Bgoig ¢pd [...] (“The gods care for them and
neither look down upon them nor indeed disdain them [...]. I will now explain how they, too, are
loved by the gods [...]”).
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the above passage links the beaver’s behaviour to that of a prudent man who, fall-
ing into the hands of robbers, saves his life by giving away all he is carrying as a
ransom (wg avip EPOVLUOG AnoTdlg pev TepLecwv, katabeilg 8¢ doa Emnyeto LTEP
i avtod cwmplag, AVTpa drmov tadta aArattéuevog). But the fundamental dif-
ference between Aelian and Phaedrus’ epimythium is that Aelian compares the an-
imal’s behaviour to that of an intelligent human in order to highlight that non-hu-
man animals, too, have astonishing mental skills, whereas Phaedrus turns the story
about the beaver into a kind of lesson for humans. Further, it must be noted that
Aelian often contrasts a description of positive animal behaviour with negative hu-
man behaviour at the end of his anecdotes. This structure can in some ways be
compared to the epimythium of a fable,® but the crucial difference is that Aelian’s
focus is on the contrast between ‘good animals’ and ‘evil humans’, whereas Phae-
drus’ epimythium suggests that humans should imitate the animal’s behaviour.

3 Conclusion

The study of the five fables from Phaedrus’ collection demonstrates that the poet is
not only interested in ‘real’ animals, but also in unusual and spectacular animal
behaviours with more or less obvious parallels in Pliny and Aelian, two prominent
representatives of natural history in the Imperial period. Regardless of source-crit-
ical questions, of whether Phaedrus invented the astonishing strategies of the lizard
and the bear himself or whether all three authors rely on some common animal
lore, it can be concluded that Phaedrus comes close to the genre of natural history
in content by the fact that he shares detailed ‘knowledge’ of animals with Pliny and
Aelian.

The style of natural history is matched to varying degrees. Generally, if we
imagine the genre of fable as one pole and that of natural history as the other, we
might say that the first two texts (Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.] and 2.6 Z. [= G.]) are obviously
closer to fable, because despite their naturalistic details they have a promythium
that clearly anticipates a kind of ‘lesson’, they report the behaviour of specific ani-
mals in the past, and humanize these animals in a fantastical way through the gift
of speech. The last three fables stand out for their lack of animal speech, so they come
closer to natural history anecdotes. Two of them, Phaed. app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.] on

58 Cf. Hiibner 1984, 162; cf. for example Ael. NA 7.17 (certain birds take care of elderly fellow birds
whereas humans despise old age) and 17.40 (elephants worship the gods whereas humans have
doubts about their existence).
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the bear and app. 28 Z. [= app. 30 G.] on the beaver, also provide generalizing de-
scriptions of animals’ behaviour in the present tense that could be repeated at any
time, and Phaed. app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.] even has an epimythium that does not draw
explicit parallels between the bear and the human world. Here, the metrical form
of the verse fable seems to be the only clear criterion that distinguishes it from a
natural history anecdote.

This convergence between fables and natural history has several effects. First,
the poet seems to imply that he does not exclusively regard the animals in his fables
as fantastic representatives of human characters, but is also bearing their original
‘animal’ nature in mind. Interestingly, all five fables deal with animals’ mental ca-
pacities, in particular with their cleverness in saving their own lives (the dog, the
lizard, and the beaver) or in hunting down prey (the eagle and the bear). This in
turn seems to encourage the application to Phaedrus’ fables of Human-Animal Stud-
ies, which emphasize the interest in ‘real’ animals and in their intrinsic value.* Sec-
ond, the display of more unusual and spectacular ‘knowledge’ of animals shows
Phaedrus as a poeta doctus who not only alludes to prominent predecessors in the
field of poetry but is also familiar with the natural history lore of his time. Third,
fables like that of the hungry bear (app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.]) that deliberately con-
found readers’ expectations of the genre by breaking some of its most important
conventions show Phaedrus’ particular mastery of the genre and suggest that he
was addressing a learned audience, capable of appreciating his play upon genre
conventions.

In the history of the Graeco-Latin fable, Phaedrus was, of course, not the only
one to ‘experiment’ with the blurring of boundaries between fable and natural his-
tory: Fables of this kind can be found in the Greek prose fable collections in partic-
ular, but occasionally also in the verse fable collections by Babrius and Avianus.®
With regard to the five fables by Phaedrus studied in this paper, it is remarkable,
however, that only the fable on the eagle, the crow and the tortoise (Phaed. 2.6 Z.
[= G.]) is paralleled by several versions in later fable collections, which partly differ

59 For an introduction into this growing interdisciplinary field, see for example Kompatscher/Gu-
fler et al. 2021 and De Mello 2012.

60 Cf. for example Aesop. 25 P. [= Hsr.; 28 Ch.] on the kingfisher, 65 P. [= 66 Hsr.; 255 Ch.] on the
bear, 195 P. [= 210 Hsr.; 149 Ch.] on the camel, 203 P. [= 219 Hsr.; 305 Ch.] on the monkey, 214 P. [= 234
Hsr.; 327 Ch.] on the mole, 218 P. [= 243 Hsr.; 308 Ch.] on the mother ape (parallel versions: Babr. 35
and Avian. 35), Aesop. 242 P. [= 241 Hsr.; 341 Ch.] and 243 P. [= 240 Hsr.; 340 Ch.] on the hyena, Avian.
27 (parallel version: Rom. 4.13 [= 87 Thiele]) on the crow and the pitcher. For the influence of natural
history on the ancient fable, see Adrados 1999, 40-41 and 234-235.
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considerably from Phaedrus’ version.* By contrast, Phaed. 1.25 Z. [= G.] on the dog
and the crocodile is only paralleled by a late Latin prose paraphrase (Ademar 37),
app. 28 Z. [= app. 30 G.] on the beaver is only paralleled by Aesop. 118 P. [= 120 Hsr;
154 Ch.], and there seem to be no parallel versions at all of app. 20 Z. [= app. 22 G.]
on the hungry bear and of app. 23 Z. [= app. 25 G.] on the snake and the lizard. In
respect of the reception history of Phaedrus, it might therefore be concluded that
his fables which show marked interest in natural history and ‘realistic’ animal be-
haviour were not his most successful ones.
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