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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever

***
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to give copies of this book to all students forever.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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Dedicated to Carl Eugene Bruce and Josephine Saturday Bruce
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My father, Carl Eugene Bruce, died on 24 October 2013. He used to work for Ohio Power, and at one time, his job was to shut off the electricity of people who had not paid their bills. He sometimes would find a home with an impoverished mother and some children. Instead of shutting off their electricity, he would tell the mother that she needed to pay her bill or soon her electricity would be shut off. He would write on a form that no one was home when he stopped by because if no one was home he did not have to shut off their electricity.

The best good deed that anyone ever did for my father occurred after a storm that knocked down many power lines. He and other linemen worked long hours and got wet and cold. Their feet were freezing because water got into their boots and soaked their socks. Fortunately, a kind woman gave my father and the other linemen dry socks to wear.

My mother, Josephine Saturday Bruce, died on 14 June 2003. She used to work at a store that sold clothing. One day, an impoverished mother with a baby clothed in rags walked into the store and started shoplifting in an interesting way: The mother took the rags off her baby and dressed the infant in new clothing. My mother knew that this mother could not afford to buy the clothing, but she helped the mother dress her baby and then she watched as the mother walked out of the store without paying.

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.

Form good habits. Do not form bad habits.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Male Characters

Caius Martius, later named Coriolanus; Coriolanus means “Conqueror of the City of Corioli.”

Cominius, Titus Lartius, Roman Generals against the Volscians.

Menenius Agrippa, friend to Coriolanus; Menenius is an elderly man who is like a father to Coriolanus.

Sicinius Velutus, Junius Brutus, old men who are Tribunes of the people. 

Young Martius, son to Coriolanus. 

A Roman Herald.

Tullus Aufidius, General of the Volscians. 

Lieutenant to Aufidius. 

Conspirators with Aufidius. 

A Roman named Nicanor. 

A Volscian named Adrian. 

A Citizen of Antium. 

Two Volscian Guards. 

Female Characters

Volumnia, mother to Coriolanus. 

Virgilia, wife to Coriolanus. 

Valeria, a noble lady of Rome, friend to Volumnia and Virgilia. 

Gentlewoman, attendant of Virgilia. 

Minor Characters

Roman and Volscian Senators, Patricians, Aediles, Lictors, Soldiers, Citizens, Messengers, Servants to Aufidius, and other Attendants.

Scene

Rome and the Volscian country to the south, with the Volscian towns of Corioli and Antium.

Time

Very early Roman Republic. As a young man, Coriolanus helped depose the last King of Rome: Lucius Tarquinius Superbus (flourished 6th century BCE; died 495 BCE). After being deposed, Tarquin fought a number of battles as he tried unsuccessfully to return to Rome and become King again. Coriolanus fought in the last of those battles. Tarquin is traditionally the seventh and last king of Rome, and some scholars believe him to be a historical figure. His reign is dated from 534 to 509 BCE. Rome at this time is far from being an empire.

Note

The patricians are the aristocracy.

The plebeians are the common people.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 — 
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A gang of mutinous citizens, armed with staves, clubs, and other weapons, stood on a street in Rome. These impoverished citizens were plebeians, or common people; the wealthy citizens of Rome were patricians. The Senators of Rome were patricians.

The first citizen said, “Before we proceed any further, hear me speak.”

The other citizens replied, “Speak, speak.”

“You are all resolved to die rather than to starve?” the first citizen asked.

“We are resolved,” most of the other citizens replied.

“First, you know that Caius Martius is chief enemy to the people,” the first citizen said.

“We know it,” most of the other citizens replied. “We know it.”

“Let us kill him,” the first citizen said, “and we’ll have grain at our own price. Is it a verdict? Are we agreed that we shall kill Caius Martius?”

“No more talking about it,” most of the other citizens replied. “Let it be done. Let’s go! Let’s go!”

The second citizen said, “One word, good citizens.”

The first citizen said, “We are accounted poor — both impoverished and bad — citizens. In contrast, the patricians are accounted good citizens. The food that those in authority feast on to excess on would relieve our hunger. If they would give us just the leftovers, as long as they are wholesome and haven’t yet gone bad, we might think that they had relieved us humanely, but they think we are too dear — they think that relieving our hunger would be too expensive. The leanness that afflicts us, the spectacle of our misery, is like an item on a balance sheet that shows their abundant net wealth; our suffering is a gain to them. As long as we don’t have enough, the patricians will have more than enough.

“Let us revenge this with our pitchforks before we become as lean as rakes, for the gods know I speak this out of my hunger for bread, not out of thirst for revenge.”

The second citizen asked, “Would you proceed especially against Caius Martius?”

The other citizens replied, “Against him first: He’s a very dog — a ruthless enemy — to the common people.”

“Have you considered what service he has done for his country?” the second citizen asked.

“Yes, very much,” the first citizen said, “and we could be happy to give him a good reputation for it, except that he pays himself with being proud.”

“Don’t speak maliciously,” the second citizen requested.

“I say to you that what Martius has done that has made him famous, he did it to that end: He did it in order to become famous. Though soft-hearted men can be content to say he did it for his country, he did it to please his mother and in part because of his pride — and he is proud, even up to the altitude of his virtue.”

Roman virtue consisted largely of being valiant. The Romans highly valued courage, and no one denied that Martius was courageous.

“What Martius cannot help in his nature, you account a vice in him,” the second citizen said. “You must in no way say he is covetous.”

“If I must not say he is covetous, I need not be barren of accusations,” the first citizen said. “Martius has enough faults, and more, to tire whoever tries to state them all. If I were to list all his faults, I would grow weary before I had named them all.”

Shouts were heard coming from where the Roman Senators had been meeting. Other groups of plebeians were rebelling out of hunger, and the Senators had met to discuss the crisis.

“What shouts are these?” the first citizen asked. “The plebeians on the other side of the city have risen in mutiny. Why are we staying here prating in idle conversation? To the Capitol!”

“Let’s go!” the other citizens said.

Menenius Agrippa, one of the patricians in Rome, walked over to the common citizens.

“Wait!” the first citizen said. “Who is coming here?”

“It is worthy Menenius Agrippa,” the second citizen said. “He is one who has always loved the people.”

“He’s one who is honest enough,” the first citizen said. “I wish all the rest were honest like him!”

Actually, Menenius could be outspoken in his criticism of the plebeians, but he was willing to talk to them. A patrician didn’t have to do much to get the approval of many plebeians.

“What work, my countrymen, is in hand?” Menenius asked. “Where are you going with your cudgels and clubs? What is the matter? Tell me, please.”

“Our business is not unknown to the Senate,” the first citizen said. “The Senators have had knowledge for a fortnight of what we intend to do, which now we’ll show them in deeds. They say poor petitioners have strong breaths; they shall know we have strong arms, too.”

The strong breaths meant bad breaths, and also strong language.

“Why, masters, my good friends, my honest neighbors,” Menenius said, “will you ruin yourselves?”

“We cannot, sir, because we are ruined already,” the first citizen said. “We are starving.”

“I tell you, friends, the patricians take most charitable care of you,” Menenius said. “As for your needs, your suffering in this famine, you may as well strike at the Heavens with your staves as lift them against the Roman state, whose course will continue on the way it takes, cracking asunder ten thousand curbs of stronger link than can ever appear in your impediment against Rome. The Roman government will continue, no matter how many common citizens mutiny against it. The Roman government is far stronger than you.

“As for the dearth of food, the gods, not the patricians, cause the famine, and bowing your knees in prayer to them, and not using your arms to lift weapons against the Senate, must help. 

“Alas, you are carried away by calamity to the point of mutiny against the Senate, where more care is given to you than you know, and you slander the helmsmen who guide the state and who care for you like fathers, when you curse them as enemies.”

“Care for us! That is true, indeed!” the first citizen said, sarcastically. “They have never cared for us yet. They allow us to starve, while their storehouses are crammed with grain. They make edicts for usury, to support usurers. They repeal daily any wholesome act of law established against the rich, and they provide more piercing, oppressive statutes daily, to chain up and restrain the poor. If the wars don’t eat us up, they will; and there’s all the love they bear us.”

Menenius replied, “Either you citizens must confess that you yourselves are wondrously malicious, or be accused of folly. I shall tell you a pretty tale. It may be that you have heard it so much that it is stale to you, but since it serves my purpose, I will venture to make it a little staler by telling it to you once more.”

“Well, I’ll hear it, sir,” the first citizen said, “yet you must not think to fob off our degrading misfortune with a tale. But since it pleases you to tell the tale, deliver it.”

Menenius said, “There was a time when all the body’s members rebelled against the belly, accusing it like this: They said that like a gulf or pit the belly remained in the midst of the body, idle and inactive, always stowing away in cupboards the food, never bearing any labor with the rest of the body’s parts, doing nothing while the other parts did such instrumental tasks as seeing and hearing, devising, instructing, walking, feeling, and mutually working together in order to minister to the appetites and desires common to the whole body. The belly answered —”

Menenius paused, and the first citizen asked, “Well, sir, what answer did the belly make?”

“Sir, I shall tell you,” Menenius replied. 

He twisted his belly fat into a smile, and said, “The belly answered with a kind of smile, which never came from the lungs.”

A belly smile that comes from the lungs is a belly laugh.

Menenius repeated, “The belly answered with a kind of smile, which never came from the lungs but just like this — for, you see, I may make the belly smile as well as speak —”

Menenius farted and then said, “— it tauntingly replied to the discontented members, the mutinous parts that envied what the belly possessed.

“The belly’s response was exactly as fitting and suitable as the way you malign our Senators because they are not like you.”

Should the belly mock the complaining members of the belly? Should the citizens malign the Senators? 

If the answer to both questions is no, then the Senators ought not to be mocked because the famine was not caused by them. Also, the belly ought not to mock the other members of the body because in fact those members are starving.

If the answer to both questions is yes, then the Senators ought to be mocked because they are holding back food from the citizens. Also, the belly ought to mock the citizens because that accurately expresses the attitude of the belly — the Senators — toward the other parts of the body — the citizens.

“That is your belly’s answer!” the first citizen said. “Why, the head crowns our body like a King, the eye is vigilant, the heart provides counsel, the arm acts as our soldier, the leg acts as our steed, the tongue acts as our trumpeter, and other furnishings and petty helps make up this fabric of our body, and if they —”

“What then?” Menenius interrupted. “By God, this fellow speaks and speaks! What then? What then?”

“— and if they should be restrained by the cormorant — greedy — belly, the belly that is the sink and sewer of the body —”

“Well, what then?” Menenius interrupted.

“The former agents — the parts of the body I just mentioned — if they did complain, what could the belly answer?” the first citizen asked.

“I will tell you,” Menenius replied. “If you’ll bestow a small part — of what you have little — of your patience awhile, you’ll hear the belly’s answer.”

“You’re taking your sweet time telling us,” the first citizen complained.

“Note this, good friend,” Menenius said. “Your most grave belly was deliberate, and took thought, and was not rash like his accusers, and thus answered: ‘It is true, my incorporate, joined-in-one-body friends,’ said he, ‘that I receive first all the food that you live upon, and that is fitting because I am the storehouse and the workshop of the whole body, but, if you remember, I send it through the rivers of your blood, even to the court of the heart and to the throne of the brain, and, through the channels and various parts of man. The strongest muscles and the smallest and least important veins receive from me that natural competency — sufficient supply — whereby they live. And although all at once, you, my good friends’ — this said the belly, listen to me carefully —”

“Yes, sir,” the first citizen said. “We are listening carefully.”

“The belly said, ‘Although all at once you cannot see the big picture and you cannot see what I deliver out to each member, yet I can compile records for an auditor that will show that all of you from me receive the flour — the best part of the food — and leave me only the bran.’ 

“What do you say to this?”

One answer could have been that the citizens’ bellies were lean, and Menenius’ belly was not.

The first citizen said, “It was an answer. How do you apply this parable to our situation?”

Menenius replied, “The Senators of Rome are this good belly, and you are the mutinous members. If you examine the Senators’ counsels and their cares, and if you digest and understand things rightly that concern the welfare of the common people, you shall find no public benefit that you receive unless it proceeds — comes — from the Senators to you and in no way from yourselves. 

“What do you think, you, the big toe of this assembly?”

One answer could have been that the citizens worked and were productive and so provided some things for themselves — and for the patricians.

The first citizen said, “Am I the big toe? Why am I the big toe?”

“Because, being one of the lowest, basest, poorest, of this most ‘wise’ rebellion, you go foremost, like a big toe.

“You rascal, who are worst in blood to run, lead first to win some advantage.”

A rascal is a poor hunting dog. Menenius was insulting the first citizen by calling him a dog that is poorly bred and poor at hunting, but that leads the pack of dogs when there is some reward to be gotten.

Menenius then said to the citizens, “But make ready your stout bats and clubs: Rome and her rats are at the point of battle. One side must suffer pain.”

Caius Martius, whom the plebeian citizens had earlier talked about killing, walked over to Menenius and the group of citizens.

Menenius greeted him: “Hail, noble Martius!”

Martius replied, “Thanks.”

Then he turned to the plebeians and said, “What’s the matter, you dissentious rogues, you who, rubbing the poor itch of your opinion, make yourselves scabs?”

The first citizen said sarcastically, “We always have your good words about us.”

Martius replied, “He who will give good words to you will flatter those who are beneath abhorring. What would you have, you curs, who like neither peace nor war? War frightens you, and peace makes you proud and rebellious. 

“He who trusts to you, where he ought to find that you are lions, finds that you are hares. Where there are foxes, you are geese.”

In this society, one kind of sword was known as a fox.

Martius continued, “You are no surer, no, than is the coal of fire upon the ice, or an icy hailstone in the hot sun. Your virtue is to respect as a worthy man a criminal who is punished; your virtue is also to curse the just man who punished the criminal.

“Whoever deserves greatness deserves your hatred because your desires are the appetite of a sick man who desires most that which would increase his evil illness. 

“He who depends upon your favors swims with fins of lead and hews down oaks with flimsy rushes. Hang all of you! Should I trust any of you?

“With every minute you change your mind, and call a man noble who was just now the object of your hatred, and you call a man vile who was just now a hero wearing a garland of honor.

“What’s the matter that in several places in the city you cry out against the noble Senators, who, under the gods, keep you in awe, you who otherwise would feed on one another?”

Rather than engage in dialogue with a plebeian, Martius asked Menenius, “What’s their seeking? What do they want?”

“They want grain at prices they themselves set,” Menenius replied. “They say that the city has large stockpiles of grain.”

“Hang them! They say!” Martius said. “They’ll sit by the fire, and presume to know what’s done in the Capitol; who’s likely to rise, who thrives and who declines; side with or against factions; and give out conjectural marriages, making some parties strong and making those parties that stand not in their liking feeble below their cobbled shoes. 

“They say there’s grain enough! I wish that the nobility would lay aside their pity and let me use my sword. I’ll make a quarry of heaps of dead bodies with thousands of these hacked-into-pieces slaves; I’ll make a quarry as high as I can throw my lance.”

In this society, the word “quarry” was used to refer to a heap of dead animals; for example, a heap of deer that had been killed in a hunt.

Menenius said, “No need, these plebeians are almost thoroughly persuaded not to rebel because although they abundantly lack discretion, the better part of valor, yet they are surpassingly cowardly. But I ask you, what does the other troop of rebelling plebeians have to say?”

“That troop has dissolved, hang them!” Martius said. “They said they were an-hungry.”

“An-hungry” was a nonstandard way of saying “hungry.” By saying the plebeians used the word “an-hungry,” Martius was saying that they were hicks.

Martius continued, “They sighed forth proverbs — that hunger broke stone walls, that dogs must eat, that food was made for mouths, that the gods did not send grain for the rich men only. With these shreds of clichés, they vented their complaints.”

In this society, the word “vented” meant “expressed” — and “farted.”

Martius continued, “Their complaints were answered, and a petition was granted them, a strange one — to break the heart of generosity, and make bold power look pale.”

In this society, the word “generosity,” in addition to its usual meaning, referred to the patricians. The Latin word “generosus” means “of noble birth.”

Martius felt that the patricians had been overly generous in meeting the demands of the plebeians, and the patricians would pay for their generosity. In this society, “to break the heart of generosity” could mean “to crush the nobility.” “To break the heart” could mean either “to crush the spirit” or “to take the life.”

Martius continued, “They threw their hats into the air as if they wanted to hang them on the horns of the Moon, shouting their emulation.”

In this society, “emulation” meant “envy.” The plebeians envied — and hated — the patricians, according to Martius.

Menenius asked, “What has been granted to the plebeians?”

“Five Tribunes of their own choice to defend their vulgar wisdoms,” Martius replied. “One of the Tribunes they elected is Junius Brutus, another is Sicinius Velutus, and I don’t know the others — damn!

“The rabble would have first unroofed the city before it so prevailed with me. The rabble will in time overthrow the patricians’ power and bring forth greater reasons that argue in favor of insurrection.”

Menenius said, “This is strange.”

Menenius, like Martius, was against the plebeians having Tribunes.

Martius ordered the plebeians, “Go, get you home, you fragments!”

In this society, “fragments” were bits and pieces of leftover food.

A messenger arrived; he had been rushing to find Martius.

The plebeians stayed to find out what the messenger wanted.

The messenger asked, “Where’s Caius Martius?”

“Here I am. What’s the matter?”

“The news is, sir, the enemy Volscians have taken up arms against us.”

“I am glad of it,” Martius said. “Now we shall have means to vent — get rid of — our musty superfluity.”

Literally, “musty superfluity” meant “moldy excess food.” Martius used it metaphorically to mean “bad-tempered excess plebeians.”

Martius said, “Look, our best elders are coming.”

The patricians Cominius, Titus Lartius, and some Senators walked over to them, as did the plebeians Junius Brutus and Sicinius Velutus, two of the newly chosen Tribunes.

The first Senator said, “Martius, what you recently told us is true: The Volscians are up in arms.”

Martius said, “They have a leader, Tullus Aufidius, who will put you to it. He is a military leader who will put you to the test. I sin in envying his nobility, and if I were anything but what I am, I would wish that I were only he.”

Cominius said, “You have fought against each other.”

“If one half of the world fought the other half in a war, and he was on my side, I would revolt and go to the other side — I would fight all my wars only against him. He is a lion that I am proud to hunt.”

“Then, worthy Martius,” the first Senator said, “fight under the command of Cominius in these wars.”

“So you have formerly promised,” Cominius said.

“Sir, so I have,” Martius replied, “and I will do what I have promised.”

He then said, “Titus Lartius, you shall see me once more strike at Tullus Aufidius’ face.”

Seeing that Titus Lartius was wounded, he said, “Are you stiff and sore from your wound? Will you not fight in this war?”

“Caius Martius,” Titus Lartius said, “if I have to, I’ll lean upon one crutch and fight with the other before I stay behind and not fight in this war.”

“You are a true-bred man!” Martius said.

The first Senator said to Martius, “I request your company at the Capitol, where, I know, our greatest and most powerful friends are waiting for us.”

Titus Lartius said to Cominius, “You lead us.”

He then said to Martius, “You follow Cominius. We will follow you. It is right and worthy that you have priority before us.”
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