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Abstract

This paper examines the linguistic and sociocultural evolution of Aesop's The Fox and the
Grapes through four significant English translations spanning the 15th to 20th centuries.
Through comparative analysis of adaptations by William Caxton (1484), Samuel Croxall (1722),
Thomas James (1848), and V.S. Vernon Jones (1912), the study reveals how translation choices
reflect changing social contexts, educational priorities, and literary sensibilities. The analysis
demonstrates how each translator's linguistic and narrative strategies were shaped by factors
including literacy rates, pedagogical philosophies, and cultural values of their respective eras.
While Caxton's medieval version emphasizes direct moral instruction, later adaptations show
increasing sophistication in storytelling techniques and psychological depth, culminating in
Vernon Jones's nuanced early 20th-century interpretation. The study particularly focuses on the
sociolinguistic aspects of translation, examining how vocabulary choices, syntactical structures,
and narrative techniques evolved to meet the changing needs of their audiences. Furthermore, it
explores the broader sociological implications of these adaptations, considering how they reflect
and respond to contemporary social, political, and educational developments. This diachronic
examination illuminates not only the fable's remarkable adaptability but also the complex
interplay between translation, social change, and literary evolution across centuries of English
literary history.
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The art of translation and adaptation exemplifies the enduring relevance of literature, particularly
evident in Aesop’s fable The Fox and the Grapes. This simple yet profound narrative has
transcended centuries and cultural boundaries, evolving into a diverse array of interpretations
shaped by the linguistic and cultural priorities of various eras. Translation, in this context, is not
merely the transference of language; it is a creative act of reimagining that reflects the socio-
linguistic and sociological milieu of the translator’s time. This paper explores how linguistic
choices, narrative strategies, and cultural contexts have shaped four English adaptations of the
fable—by William Caxton, Samuel Croxall, Thomas James, and V.S. Vernon Jones. The socio-
linguistic aspect refers to how language reflects and is influenced by societal norms, cultural
contexts, and historical conditions. In the case of The Fox and the Grapes, a socio-linguistic
analysis examines how changes in vocabulary, syntax, and style reflect the priorities of different
periods. For instance, Caxton’s 15th-century version, intended for an adult audience with limited
literacy, is direct and moralistic, emphasizing the story’s didactic function. Croxall’s 18th-
century adaptation, in contrast, reflects the Enlightenment ideals of rationality and morality, with
elaborate narratives designed for a broader, increasingly literate audience. Thomas James's 19th-
century version, tailored for children, employs vivid descriptions and conversational tones that
align with the Victorian era's focus on moral instruction through accessible literature. By the
20th century, Vernon Jones's adaptation used concise language and introspection, catering to a

literate audience in an era marked by educational reform and modern storytelling sensibilities.

The sociological perspective, meanwhile, extends beyond language to consider how
translations and adaptations reflect the cultural values, social hierarchies, and philosophical
trends of their times. Croxall’s emphasis on reason and morality mirrors the Enlightenment’s
intellectual climate, while James’ focus on engaging children through storytelling aligns with the
Victorian era’s emerging focus on childhood education and moral discipline. Vernon Jones’s
concise and introspective approach reflects the intellectual maturity of a 20th-century audience
shaped by educational progress and psychological exploration. These sociological dynamics
underscore how adaptations serve as cultural artefacts that illuminate the values and ideologies

of their respective eras.

The inclusion of poetic renditions by Aphra Behn and W.J. Linton further highlights
the adaptability of The Fox and the Grapes. Behn’s quatrain and Linton’s limerick distil the
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fable’s essence and moral, offering insight into the creativity of translators as they adapt the
narrative to new literary forms. Additionally, comparisons with translations by Phaedrus,
Babrius, and La Fontaine enrich this analysis, revealing the universal appeal of Aesop’s themes
and the diverse strategies employed to convey them. This paper examines how each adaptation
transforms The Fox and the Grapes into a narrative that resonates with its audience, showcasing
translation as a socio-linguistic and sociological process. In doing so, it highlights how Aesop’s
fables endure not only as timeless tales but as reflections of human values, cultural change, and

literary evolution across centuries.
William Caxton's 15th-Century Adaptation

William Caxton’s 1484 adaptation of The Fox
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Translated into Contemporary English, this reads:



“He is not wise who desires to have a thing which he may not have, as this fable
recounts of a fox, which looked and saw the raisins that grew upon a high vine, which
raisins he much desired to eat them. And when he saw that he could get none, he turned
his sorrow into joy, and said these raisins are sour, and if I had some, I would not eat
them. And therefore, this fable shows that he is wise, who does not pretend to desire

that thing which he may not have” (Aesop, 1484).
Linguistic Features and Historical Context

Caxton’s adaptation demonstrates the Middle English period’s linguistic conventions,
such as phonetic spelling (wyse for “wise”), syntactic simplicity, and frequent use of
slashes as punctuation. These features indicate the nascent stage of English printing,
shaped by Caxton’s goal of reaching a small but growing literate audience amidst
technological limitations (Crystal, 2005). Literacy rates in 15th-century England
hovered around 20%, meaning that texts like Caxton’s were tailored for educated elites
rather than the general public (Blackham, 1985). Unlike modern adaptations aimed at
children, Caxton’s fables targeted adults, prioritizing moral clarity over narrative
embellishment. This approach aligns with the medieval emphasis on moral didacticism,
where literature was a tool for ethical instruction. The straightforward style of The Fox
and the Grapes—*“He is not wyse / that desyreth to haue a thynge whiche he may not
haue”—underscores its purpose as a cautionary tale rather than entertainment (Aesop,

1484).
Socio-Linguistic and Cultural Dimensions

From a socio-linguistic perspective, Caxton’s choice of “raysyns” instead of “grapes” is
significant. It reflects not only the linguistic practices of the time but also agricultural
familiarity and culinary norms. Etymologically, “grape” entered Middle English from
Old French “grappe,” evolving into its modern usage only later (Crystal, 2005). The
choice of “raysyns” might also indicate the fluidity of oral tradition, where storytellers
used terms interchangeably based on regional dialects or audience familiarity (Temple
and Temple, 1998). This linguistic flexibility highlights how translation in the 15th

century was less concerned with textual fidelity and more with accessibility and
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relatability. Caxton’s adaptation showcases the role of translators as mediators of
cultural and linguistic meaning, shaping narratives to resonate with contemporary

audiences (Blackham, 1985).
Motives and Broader Impact

Caxton’s motives for translating Aesop’s fables extend beyond linguistic considerations.
As a printer and businessman, he sought to popularize literature in English, establishing
it as a literary language alongside Latin and French. By adapting The Fox and the
Grapes, he contributed to the normalization of English as a medium for moral and
philosophical discourse, aligning with the broader cultural shift toward
vernacularisation during the late Middle Ages (Blackham, 1985). Moreover, Caxton’s
work reflects the socio-political context of Richard III’s England, a period of transition
from medieval to early modern sensibilities. The fable’s explicit moral lesson—
resigning oneself to what is unattainable—resonates with a society grappling with

political instability and personal limitations (Temple and Temple, 1998).
Literary Evolution and Relevance

The simplicity of William Caxton’s 15th-century rendition of The Fox and the Grapes
exemplifies the didactic style characteristic of medieval English translations. When
compared to earlier versions of the fable, such as the Latin adaptation by Phaedrus or
the Greek original attributed to Aesop, Caxton’s approach reveals a unique interplay
between narrative purpose and linguistic pragmatism. In Phaedrus’s Latin adaptation,
the moral is often embedded more implicitly, relying on the reader’s interpretation of
the story’s allegory. By contrast, Caxton’s version adopts a more explicit tone: “He is
not wyse / that desyreth to haue a thynge whiche he may not haue” (Aesop, 1484). This
directness aligns with the medieval emphasis on moral instruction, where the primary
objective was to ensure clarity and accessibility for a limited literate audience. The
evolution from Phaedrus’s flowing prose to Caxton’s concise Middle English reflects
the translator’s adaptation to linguistic and cultural norms. While Phaedrus’s text often
included embellishments that lent the narrative a poetic quality, Caxton’s fable

prioritizes brevity and functionality. His use of simple, declarative sentences mirrors the
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oral storytelling traditions that preceded the printing press, making his text resonate

with audiences transitioning from oral to written narratives.

Caxton’s linguistic choices also reveal the interplay between translation and
evolving English orthography. Words like “wyse” (wise), “desyreth” (desires), and
“thynge” (thing) exhibit Middle English spelling conventions, heavily influenced by
phonetics and regional dialects. These spellings stand in contrast to the more Latinate
constructions found in earlier translations. Furthermore, the use of “raysyns” (raisins)
instead of “grapes” reflects an idiosyncratic translation decision, possibly influenced by
the oral tradition, regional lexicon, or even Caxton’s own familiarity with agricultural

terms (Crystal, 2005).

Punctuation in Caxton’s text further underscores the transition from medieval to
early modern textual practices. The frequent use of slashes (/) to demarcate clauses
suggests a pragmatic approach to structuring sentences, likely driven by the limitations
of early printing technology. This contrasts with the lack of punctuation in Greek and
Latin manuscripts, where meaning was derived from context and syntactic flow.
Caxton’s experimental punctuation bridges the gap between oral storytelling rhythms
and the demands of written clarity, offering a fascinating insight into the nascent stages

of English textual standardization.

Through these choices, Caxton not only translated Aesop’s fable but also
localized it for a 15th-century English audience. His version served as a moral guide
that reinforced wisdom and self-restraint, appealing to societal values of the time.
Unlike its predecessors, which often invited philosophical reflection, Caxton’s The Fox
and the Grapes was a practical tool for moral instruction, reflecting the utilitarian view
of literature in late medieval England. Caxton’s work thus marks a significant step in
the literary evolution of The Fox and the Grapes. By adapting the fable to fit the
linguistic and cultural context of 15th-century England, he established a foundation
upon which subsequent translators built, ensuring the story’s enduring relevance across

centuries.

Reverend Samuel Croxall’s 18th-Century Adaptation
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Reverend Samuel Croxall’s Fables of Aesop and Others, newly done into English with
an Application to each Fable (1722) represents a significant evolution in the adaptation
of The Fox and the Grapes, reflecting the linguistic, cultural, and social priorities of
early 18th-century England. Croxall’s work marks a shift from the direct and moralistic
tone of earlier translations, like William Caxton’s 1484 version, toward a more
descriptive and engaging narrative style intended for a broader, increasingly literate

audience (Aesop, 1722).
The original text in Croxall’s adaptation reads:

The Fox and the Grapes: A FOX, very hungry, chanced to come into a vineyard,
where there hung branches of charming ripe Grapes; but nailed up to a trellis so
high, that he leaped till he quite tired himself, without being able to reach one of
them. At last, ‘Let who will take them!” says he, ‘they are but green and sour; so

I’ll even let them.’
Translated into modern English, this reads:

A very hungry fox happened upon a vineyard where branches laden with lovely
ripe grapes were hanging. However, they were attached to a trellis so high that
despite his leaps, he exhausted himself without being able to reach any. Finally,
he said, ‘Let whoever wants them take them! They are just green and sour

anyway.’
Linguistic Evolution and Audience Engagement

Croxall’s adaptation demonstrates the evolution of English language standards between
the 15th and 18th centuries. While Caxton’s text used terms like “raysyns” (raisins) and
“moche desyred for to ete them,” Croxall updates these phrases to “grapes” and “very
hungry, chanced to come into a vineyard,” reflecting the linguistic clarity and
accessibility characteristic of 18th-century prose (Crystal, 2005). Similarly, Caxton’s
phrase “whiche he may not haue” becomes “without being able to reach one of them,”
showcasing a shift toward simpler, more precise phrasing (Aesop, 1722). The narrative
style also reflects a transition from Caxton’s didactic approach to a more immersive

storytelling method. Croxall enhances the descriptive quality of the text with details like
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“charming ripe Grapes” and the fox’s repeated attempts to reach them, creating a vivid
mental image for readers. These linguistic refinements align with the cultural and
intellectual currents of the Enlightenment, which emphasized reason, clarity, and

engagement in literary works (Blackham, 1985).
Socio-Cultural Context and Translator’s Motives

Croxall’s adaptation was published during a period of rising literacy in England, with
estimates suggesting that by 1722, approximately 60% of men and 40-50% of women
were literate (Blackham, 1985). This growing readership necessitated adaptations that
could appeal to a broader audience, including middle-class readers and children. By
incorporating vivid imagery and simplifying language, Croxall made Aesop’s Fables
more accessible to these new readers. Croxall’s motives also reflect the Enlightenment’s
focus on moral education. Unlike Caxton, whose moral was directly stated in the
narrative, Croxall leaves the moral implicit, allowing readers to infer the lesson. This
approach aligns with contemporary pedagogical trends, which encouraged critical

thinking and self-reflection (Temple and Temple, 1998).
Themes and Psychological Depth

Croxall’s version retains the core theme of Aesop’s fable—rationalizing failure to
protect one’s ego. The fox’s declaration that the grapes are “green and sour” exemplifies
a psychological defence mechanism, where unattainable desires are devalued to mitigate
disappointment. This deeper exploration of human behaviour, framed within a simple
narrative, reflects the Enlightenment’s interest in human nature and rationality (Temple

and Temple, 1998).
Linguistic and Structural Innovations

Croxall’s use of punctuation and sentence structure also marks a departure from
Caxton’s more archaic conventions. For instance, the use of commas, semicolons, and
exclamation marks adds rhythm and emotional nuance to the narrative. These stylistic
choices enhance readability and provide greater insight into the fox’s frustration and

self-consolation (Crystal, 2005).
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Moreover, the descriptive detail in
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portrayal of character and motivation reflects the
period’s shift toward engaging readers through
empathy and imagination, as opposed to mere

moral instruction (Blackham, 1985).
Thomas James's 19th-Century Adaptation

Thomas James’s 1848 rendition of The Fox and the Grapes
reinvigorates Aesop’s fable, embedding it within the
Victorian era’s cultural and moral framework. By
capturing the tale’s essence through vivid descriptions and
a refined narrative style, James’s adaptation emphasizes the fable’s themes of desire and
rationalization while engaging a younger, more literate audience. This version reflects the social
and literary priorities of mid-19th-century England, a period marked by rapid industrialization,

increasing literacy, and evolving perspectives on childhood education (Blackham, 1985).
The original text reads:

“A fox, just at the time of vintage, stole into a vineyard where the ripe sunny grapes were
trellised up on high in most tempting show. He made many a spring and a jump after the luscious
prize; but failing in all his attempts, he muttered as he retreated, ‘Well!! What does it matter! The

Grapes are sour!!””

This 54-word adaptation skillfully incorporates terms like “vintage” and “tempting,” adding
depth to the narrative. The word “vintage” situates the story within a specific agricultural and
temporal context, evoking the cycles of nature and abundance, while “tempting” imbues the

grapes with moral and symbolic weight. These linguistic choices highlight James’s ability to
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weave rich semantic layers into a concise narrative, aligning with Victorian tastes for literary

elegance and moral clarity (Crystal, 2005).
Linguistic and Narrative Strategies

James’s straightforward yet descriptive sentence structure makes the narrative accessible without
sacrificing engagement. Unlike earlier adaptations, such as Caxton’s didactic approach or
Croxall’s detailed moral applications, James’s omission of the word “hungry” shifts the focus
from physical need to universal themes of unfulfilled desire. This subtle change underscores the
broader moral lesson, emphasizing self-deception and rationalization as coping mechanisms
when confronted with unattainable goals (Temple and Temple, 1998). The fox’s exclamatory
dialogue, “Well!! What does it matter! The Grapes are sour!!”, introduces an emotional
immediacy that resonates with readers, particularly children, by humanizing the fox’s
disappointment and self-consolation. This approach reflects the Victorian era’s focus on
engaging young minds through storytelling, presenting moral lessons in ways that encouraged

empathy and critical thinking (Blackham, 1985).
Social and Cultural Context

James’s adaptation emerged during a period of significant societal transformation. By 1845,
literacy rates in England had risen to approximately 76%, with increasing access to affordable
books and educational reforms fostering a burgeoning readership (Crystal, 2005). James’s
adaptation, with its conversational tone and moral clarity, catered to these expanding audiences,
particularly children, whose education was becoming a central concern in Victorian society. The
broader historical backdrop of the 1848 European revolutions, known as the “Springtime of

2

Peoples,” also influenced cultural expressions like literature. Themes of failure, perseverance,
and rationalization resonated deeply during this era of political and social upheaval, and James’s
inclusion of the metaphor “The Grapes are sour” reflects these contemporary preoccupations.
The phrase encapsulates the human tendency to downplay unattainable desires, aligning with

Victorian values of resilience and pragmatism (Temple and Temple, 1998).
Motives and Innovations

James’s motives for adapting Aesop’s fable likely extended beyond the moral instruction of

children. By creating a version that was both entertaining and instructive, he contributed to the
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Victorian project of shaping young readers into morally upright citizens. His inclusion of
illustrations, large font sizes, and vivid imagery further underscores his commitment to
accessibility and engagement, making The Fox and the Grapes a cornerstone of Victorian
children’s literature (Blackham, 1985). Moreover, James’s approach to storytelling reflects a
narrative shift toward psychological depth. The fox’s rationalization—dismissing the grapes as
“sour”—serves as a poignant allegory for human coping mechanisms, illustrating how
individuals mitigate emotional distress by devaluing what they cannot have. This nuanced
portrayal reveals the evolving sophistication of children’s literature during the Victorian era,
which increasingly sought to engage both the intellect and emotions of its readers (Crystal,

2005).
V.S. Vernon Jones's 20th-Century Adaptation

V.S. Vernon Jones’s 1912 rendition of The Fox and the Grapes, part of his Aesop’s Fables
collection illustrated by Arthur Rackham, represents a significant evolution in the translation of
Aesop’s timeless tales. This adaptation exemplifies the growing sophistication of 20th-century
literature, emphasizing nuanced storytelling and introspective moral reflections tailored to a

more literate and intellectually engaged audience (Temple and Temple, 1998).
The original text reads:

A hungry Fox saw some fine bunches of Grapes hanging from a vine that was trained
along a high trellis and did his best to reach them by jumping as high as he could into the
air. But it was all in vain, for they were just out of reach: so he gave up trying, and
walked away with an air of dignity and unconcern, remarking, ‘I thought those Grapes

were ripe, but [ see now they are quite sour.’

Linguistic Precision and Narrative Complexity

Jones’s adaptation employs refined linguistic choices, reflecting the literary expectations of the
early 20th century. For instance, the phrase “fine bunches of Grapes hanging from a vine that
was trained along a high trellis” evokes a cultivated vineyard setting without explicitly naming it,

showcasing linguistic finesse that invites reader imagination. This approach aligns with the
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increasing literary sophistication of the era, wherein readers were expected to deduce meaning
from context rather than rely on explicit descriptions (Crystal, 2005). The fox’s effort is captured
in the phrase “did his best to reach them by jumping as high as he could into the air.” This
depiction is both concise and evocative, illustrating his determination and physical limitations
without unnecessary repetition. Such precision mirrors 20th-century storytelling’s emphasis on
brevity and psychological depth, which distinguishes this adaptation from earlier versions like
those of Caxton or Croxall, whose narratives were either overtly moralistic or verbose
(Blackham, 1985). The fable concludes with the fox’s reflective remark: “I thought those Grapes
were ripe, but I see now they are quite sour.” This statement serves as both a rationalization and
a philosophical commentary on human behaviour. By attributing the fox’s disappointment to the
sourness of the grapes, Jones offers an introspective take on self-deception and the psychological

mechanisms humans employ to cope with failure (Temple and Temple, 1998).
Socio-Cultural and Educational Context

Jones’s work reflects the educational and literary advancements of the early 20th century. The
introduction of compulsory education in the United Kingdom in 1870, and its subsequent
expansion to include children up to the age of 14 by 1899, fostered a significant rise in literacy.
By 1912, this had resulted in a more educated and discerning readership capable of appreciating
the complexities of nuanced storytelling (Crystal, 2005). Set against the backdrop of George V’s
reign (1910-1936), Jones’s adaptation aligns with a societal shift towards valuing intellectual
engagement and reflective learning. Aesop’s fables, by this time, had become a staple of
children’s literature, yet Jones’s sophisticated prose appeals to both young readers and adults,

blending simplicity with intellectual depth (Blackham, 1985).
Motives and Literary Innovations

Jones’s motives appear rooted in creating an accessible yet thought-provoking narrative. The
inclusion of Arthur Rackham’s illustrations complements the text, making the fable visually
engaging while enhancing its interpretive possibilities. This collaboration reflects an
understanding of the role of visual storytelling in captivating readers, particularly children, while
maintaining the moral integrity of Aesop’s original tales (Temple and Temple, 1998). The fox’s

dignified retreat, marked by “an air of dignity and unconcern,” adds an element of psychological
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realism to the narrative. Unlike earlier adaptations that emphasized didacticism, Jones’s portrayal
humanizes the fox, making his rationalization of failure relatable. This nuanced approach
underscores the intellectual maturity of Jones’s audience, distinguishing his work as both a

literary achievement and a reflection of evolving societal values (Crystal, 2005).
Timeless Appeal and Adaptability

P Jones’s adaptation demonstrates the
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Figure 4: Aesop. Aesop's Fables: A New P
Translation by V.S. Vernon Jones. lllustrated by failure, and rationalization while elevating

Arthur Rackham, and William Heinemann, 1912 the narrative to meet the expectations of a

modern audience.

This analysis of Jones’s version, in comparison with earlier adaptations, underscores how
Aesop’s fables continue to resonate across centuries. From Caxton’s straightforward moral
instruction to Jones’s introspective and nuanced prose, these adaptations reflect the shifting
dynamics of language, culture, and audience engagement, showcasing the timeless relevance of
storytelling as a tool for exploring the complexities of human experience (Blackham, 1985;

Crystal, 2005).

Conclusion

The examination of The Fox and the Grapes across four centuries of English translation reveals
the profound impact of sociolinguistic and cultural forces on literary adaptation. Each version
serves as a cultural artifact that reflects its era's priorities: from Caxton's straightforward
medieval didacticism to Vernon Jones's sophisticated psychological narrative. The study

demonstrates how translation practices evolved alongside societal changes, educational reforms,
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and shifting literary sensibilities. The analysis reveals significant patterns in linguistic evolution,
as the progression from Middle English to Modern English reflects broader changes in language
standardization and literacy. Each translator's vocabulary and syntactical choices mirror
contemporary linguistic norms and audience expectations, while the increasing sophistication of
narrative techniques parallels the development of English literary traditions. Translation choices
were significantly influenced by changing literacy rates and educational philosophies, with each
adaptation reflecting its era's understanding of moral instruction and childhood development.
The translations demonstrate evolving attitudes toward literature's role in society, showing a
clear shift from direct moral instruction to more nuanced psychological exploration. A deeper
investigation into the translators' motivations and theoretical frameworks would enhance our
understanding of their choices. While this study has examined the “what” and “how” of their
translations, the “why” deserves further exploration, particularly through the lens of translation
theory and historical context. The relationship between these adaptations and contemporary
political and philosophical movements warrants closer examination, especially regarding the use
of fables as vehicles for social commentary. This could include an analysis of how the
translations reflected and responded to major historical events and intellectual movements of

their respective eras.

Future research would benefit from comparative analysis with non-English translations
from the same periods, providing valuable insights into cross-cultural adaptation strategies and
universal themes in moral storytelling. Methodological improvements might include
incorporation of additional theoretical frameworks from translation studies, expanded analysis of
contemporary reception and cultural impact, and investigation of parallel developments in other
literary traditions. The role of illustrations and visual elements in different editions, along with
consideration of how gender, class, and social power structures influenced translation choices,
would further enrich our understanding. This study not only illuminates the evolution of a single
fable but also provides insights into the broader development of English literature, translation
practices, and moral education. It demonstrates how seemingly simple narratives can serve as
windows into complex cultural and linguistic transformations across centuries. The enduring
relevance of The Fox and the Grapes speaks to both the universal appeal of its moral lesson and
the skill with which successive translators have adapted it to meet the needs of changing times

and audiences. Through careful examination of these translations, we gain valuable insights into
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the evolution of English literary culture and the enduring power of storytelling to shape moral

understanding across generations.
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