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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 any or all of my retellings 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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According to Charles Lamb, “Ford was of the first order of poets. He sought for sublimity, not by parcels in metaphors or visible images, but directly where she has her full residence in the heart of man; in the actions and sufferings of the greatest minds.”
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DEDICATION

Ethical Ways of Arguing
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Want to resist USAmerica’s creeping fascism and anti-intellectualism? Support science and libraries. This should go without saying, but it does not in this timeline. Really. In this timeline, reading an entire book is an act of resistance.

If you ever need to make an argument about something, you are likely to consider morality. Here are a few things to consider:

Argue on the Basis of Consequences

If something will have bad consequences, we probably ought not to do it. If something will have good consequences, we probably ought to do it. This seems obvious. If hitting yourself on the head with a hammer gives you headaches, I recommend that you stop hitting yourself on the head with a hammer. Ask yourself: What are the consequences of what you are arguing?

Argue on the Basis of the Golden Rule

Here are two formulations of the Golden Rule, one stated positively and the other stated negatively:

• Treat other people the way you want to be treated.

• Do not treat other people the way that you do not want to be treated.

Ask yourself: Is what you are arguing consistent with the Golden Rule?

Argue on the Basis of Reversibility

One way to find out if something is morally right is to ask if you want something done to you. You may be thinking that you would like other people to be forced to do something, but would you want to be forced to do that thing?

Argue on the Basis that Human Beings are Valuable

To be moral, we ought to treat human beings as valuable, and we ought not to treat other human beings badly. In philosophical language, we ought to treat other human beings and ourselves as ends (valuable in itself) rather than as means (something to be used, then tossed aside). Make sure that what you are arguing treats other people with respect.

Argue on the Basis of Happiness

Happiness is good. We have to do some things, such as make a living and pay our bills. We ought to do some things, such as exercise and eat healthily. We want to do some things, maybe even things that other people find silly. As long as the things we want to do don’t conflict with the things we have to do and the things we ought to do, go ahead and do them. Ask yourself: Will what you are arguing bring happiness to people, including yourself?

Argue on the Basis of What Would Happen if Everybody Did It

If everybody pirates music, what would happen? Chances are, less new music will be written. If musicians can’t make a living from their music, they will have to get money from other sources, including jobs that may not allow them enough time to write and perform good music.

A Few More Points

Here are a few more points to consider:

1. Use Pathos

Pathos is the human element. For example, how will a governmental policy affect a certain family? Putting a human face on a policy can be effective in arguments. Writing about a certain person or a certain family can make politicians understand how a policy affects people. If you are writing about abortion, write about a person who had to decide whether to get an abortion. This is a way to make your argument more interesting and more persuasive.

2. Use Logos

Logos is reason, facts, and figures. Use good reasoning in your arguments, and support what you are arguing with facts and figures.

3. Use Ethos

Ethos is ethics and personal character. Avoid manipulating the facts in your arguments. Argue fairly. Remember that you are not a highly paid and sometimes highly stupid pundit who gets paid to stir up controversy rather than solve or help solve problems.

4. Cite Your Sources, If You Use Sources

It’s fine to use personal experience and personal ideas, too.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Male Characters

Friar Bonaventura: Giovanni’s mentor.

A Cardinal: Nuncio to the Pope. A Nuncio is a papal ambassador.

Soranzo: a Nobleman. Annabella’s suitor and eventual husband. He is 23 years old.

Florio: Citizen of Parma. Father of Annabella and Giovanni.

Donado: Citizen of Parma. Uncle of Bergetto.

Grimaldi: a Roman Gentleman. Annabella’s suitor.

Giovanni: Son to Florio. 

Bergetto: Nephew to Donado. Annabella’s suitor and then Philotis’ suitor and fiancé.

Richardetto: Believed to be dead. Disguised as a bearded physician. Hippolita’s husband. Also Philotis’ uncle.

Vasques: Servant to Soranzo. Vasques is Spanish and has grey hair.

Poggio: Servant to Bergetto.

Bandits.

Female Characters

Annabella: Daughter to Florio. Sister to Giovanni.

Hippolita: Wife to Richardetto. Soranzo’s former paramour.

Philotis: Niece to Richardetto. Becomes Bergetto’s fiancée.

Putana: Tutoress to Annabella. She is an older woman.

Minor Characters

Officers, Attendants, Servants, Ladies, etc.

The Scene — Parma, Italy.

Notes:

“Giovanni” is pronounced with four syllables.

The name “Putana” is derived from the Italian word for “whore”: puttana.

“Signior” is a polite title roughly equivalent to “Mr.” It is used for persons of rank.

In this society, the word “wench” could be used affectionately. It was not necessarily a negative word.

The word “sirrah” is a term usually used to address a man of lower social rank than the speaker. This was socially acceptable, but sometimes the speaker would use the word as an insult when speaking to a man whom he did not usually call “sirrah.” Close friends, whether male or female, could also call each other “sirrah.”
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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In Friar Bonaventura’s cell, the good friar and Giovanni were in the midst of a serious discussion.

“Dispute and argue no more about this,” Friar Bonaventura said, “for know, young man, that these are no school points.”

School points are topics proposed for discussion in theological schools. 

He continued, “Nice philosophy may tolerate unlikely arguments, but Heaven admits no jest.”

“Nice philosophy” is philosophy that makes over-precise distinctions. 

“Jest” means both “exception” and “sophistry.”

He continued, “Wits, aka educated men, who presumed on wit, aka human intelligence, too much, by striving how to prove with foolish grounds of argumentation and methods of reasoning that there is no God, discovered first the nearest, shortest way to Hell, and they filled the world with devilish atheism.

“Such questions, youth, are foolish. Far better it is to bless the sun than to reason why it shines. Yet He you talk about — God! — is above the sun.

“No more! I may not hear what you say in argument.”

“Gentle father,” Giovanni said, “to you I have unclasped my burdened soul as if it were a book. I have emptied the storehouse of my thoughts and heart, and I have made myself poor of secrets. I have not left another word untold, which has not spoken all that I ever dared, or think, or know. And yet here is the comfort I shall have?”

The comfort that Friar Bonaventura was saying was available to Giovanni was obedience to God’s laws.

Giovanni continued, “Must I not do what all men else may — love?”

Friar Bonaventura said, “Yes, you may love, fair son.”

Giovanni said, “Must I not praise that beauty, which, if framed anew, the gods would make a god of, if they had it there, and kneel to it, as I kneel to them?”

Giovanni was worshipping the wrong gods — the pagan gods. These gods are not omnipresent, omniscient, omnibenevolent, or omnipotent. 

Shocked, Friar Bonaventura said, “What! Foolish madman!”

Giovanni interrupted, “Shall a peevish, weak sound, a customary form, passed from man to man — a purely manmade convention passed from generation to generation — concerning brother and sister, be a bar between my perpetual happiness and me? 

“Say that we had one father, say that one womb — a curse to my joys! — gave both of us life and birth. Are we not, therefore, each to the other bound so much the more by nature? Are we not, therefore, each to the other bound by the links of blood and of reason?”

By “blood,” Giovanni meant blood relationship, but in this society the word also meant lust.

He continued, “Indeed, if you will have it, are we not, therefore, each to the other bound even by religion, to be forever one: one soul, one flesh, one love, one heart, one all?”

Friar Bonaventura said, “Stop! Be quiet, you unhappy, unfortunate youth! For you are lost!”

Giovanni said, “Because I am her brother born, shall my joys then be forever banished from her bed?”

Giovanni had fallen in love with his sister, Annabella, and he wanted to have sex with her. 

He continued, “No, father. In your eyes I see the change of pity and compassion; from your age, as from a sacred oracle, distills the life of counsel. You are an old man, and you have acquired the essence of judgment. Tell me, holy man, what cure shall give me ease in these extreme circumstances?”

“Repentance, son, and sorrow for this sin,” Friar Bonaventura replied. “For you have moved a Majesty above with your unranged — almost — blasphemy.”

The word “almost” can modify either “unranged” or “blasphemy,” or both. Friar Bonaventura could mean either 1) your unrestrained almost-blasphemy, or 2) your almost-limitless blasphemy, or 3) your almost-limitless almost-blasphemy.

Giovanni said, “Oh, do not speak of that, dear confessor.”

“Are you, my son, that miracle of wit,” Friar Bonaventura asked, “who once, within these three months, was esteemed throughout Bologna as a wonder of your age?”

Giovanni had been a remarkable scholar at the University of Bologna in Bologna, Italy.

Friar Bonaventura continued, “How the University of Bologna applauded your self-government, behavior, learning, speech, sweetness, and all that could make up a man! 

“I was proud of my guardianship, and I chose rather to leave my books than to part with you. I gave up my position at the University of Bologna so I could continue to be with you — but the fruits of all my hopes are lost in you, as you are lost in yourself. 

“Oh, Giovanni! Have you left the schools of knowledge so you can converse with lust and death? For death waits on your lust.”

The good friar meant spiritual death, but physical death sometimes also occurs in such extreme circumstances.

Friar Bonaventura continued, “Look through the world, and you shall see shine a thousand faces that are more glorious than this idol that you adore. Leave her, and take your choice of these other faces — promiscuity is much less sin than incest, although in such games as those, those who win end up losing.”

Giovanni said, “It would be easier to stop the ocean from flowing and ebbing than to dissuade me from pursuing my vows.”

A vow can be a solemn promise to God, such as a vow to pursue a holy life. It can also be a promise of fidelity. What Giovanni had vowed was to love his sister; he wanted to have sex with her.

Friar Bonaventura said, “Then I have finished, and in your willful flames I already see your ruin; Heaven is just.”

“Will” means desire, including sexual desire. 

But he was not finished: He added, “Yet hear my counsel and advice.”

Giovanni said, “As I would hear a voice of life.”

“A voice of life” is life-saving counsel and advice. It is also a voice that states God’s will.

Friar Bonaventura said, “Hurry to your father’s house and lock yourself securely and alone within your bedchamber, then fall down on both of your knees and grovel on the ground. Cry to your heart; wash every word you utter in tears, and if it is possible, in tears of blood.”

Tears of blood expressed the greatest sorrow.

He continued, “Beg Heaven to cleanse the leprosy of lust that rots your soul. Acknowledge what you are: a wretch, a worm, a nothing. Weep, sigh, pray three times during the day and three times every night. Do this for seven days, and then, if you find no change in your desires, return to me. I’ll think about a remedy. Pray for yourself at home, while I pray for you here in my cell. 

“Leave now! Take my blessing with you! We have need to pray.”

Giovanni said, “All this I’ll do to free me from the rod of vengeance, or else I’ll swear my fate’s my god.”

Giovanni’s words were ominous. Because of his desire to commit incest, he was willing to worship fate instead of the Christian God. 

Christians believe in free will; we have free will and we can use our reason to control our desires. In Canto 5 of the Inferno, Dante describes the sinners of Circle 2: These sinners did not control their lust.
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— 1.2 —
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On the street in front of Florio’s house, Grimaldi and Vasques were arguing. Florio was the father of Giovanni and of Annabella, whom Giovanni had fallen in love with. Grimaldi was a Roman gentleman who wished to marry Annabella, and Vasques was a servant to Soranzo, a nobleman who also wished to marry Annabella. Vasques had drawn his weapon: a rapier.

Vasques said, “Come, sir, stand to your weaponry; prepare to fight. If you prove to be a coward, I’ll make you run quickly.”

Grimaldi said, “Thou are no equal match for me.”

He meant that Vasques was of a lower social status than he was. Grimaldi was a gentleman, while Vasques was a servant. According to the social standards of this culture, Grimaldi could refuse to fight on the grounds that fighting a servant was beneath his dignity.

Grimaldi used “thou” to refer to Vasques. Two good friends could call each other by the informal “thou,” or a person of higher social class could call a person of lower social class “thou,” as Grimaldi was doing now. Terms such as “thy” and “thee” and “thine” were used in the same way.

Vasques said, “Indeed I never went to the wars to bring home gossip, nor can I play the mountebank for a meal’s food and swear I got my wounds on the battlefield.”

Of course, Vasques was insulting Grimaldi. A mountebank was a seller of quack medicine; mountebanks frequently told outrageous lies. Vasques was saying that Grimaldi had a reputation as a soldier, but that reputation was based on lies. By telling outrageous lies about his experience as a soldier, Grimaldi was invited to banquets and so got free food.

Vasques continued, “See these grey hairs of mine? They’ll not flinch on account of a bloody nose. Will thou attend to this business at hand — this fight?”

Vasques, a servant, had called Grimaldi, a gentleman, “thou.”

Insulted, Grimaldi replied, “Why, slave, do thou think I’ll balance my reputation with a cast-suit?”

A cast-suit is a servant who wears his master’s cast-off clothing. 

He added, “Call thy master, he shall know that I dare —”

Vasques interrupted, “— scold like a cot-quean?”

A cot-quean is a cottage-wife, especially one who nags and complains. Applied to a man, the term meant an effeminate man.

Vasques continued, “Being a cot-quean — that’s your profession. 

“Thou poor shadow of a soldier, I will make thee know my master keeps servants who are thy betters in quality and performance.”

“Quality” means birth, or character, or both.

Vasques continued, “Did thou come here to fight or to prattle?”

“Neither, with thee,” Grimaldi said. “I am a Roman and a gentleman; I am one who has gotten my honor with the expense of my blood.”

He was saying that he had shed blood on the battlefield.

Vasques replied, “You are a lying coward, and a fool. Fight, or by these hilts I’ll kill thee.”

The hilts were the hilts of his sword, which he had drawn.

He added sarcastically, “My brave lord!” 

Then he asked, “You’ll fight?”

Grimaldi replied, “Don’t provoke me, for if thou do —”

He drew his sword.

Vasques said, “Have at you. Let’s fight.”

They fought, and Vasques fought much better than Grimaldi.

Florio, Donado, and Soranzo arrived, but separately. Donado was the uncle of Bergetto, who also wanted to marry Annabella. Soranzo was the master, aka boss, of Vasques.

Florio, whose house Grimaldi and Vasques were fighting in front of, asked, “What is the meaning of these violent quarrels so near my doors? Don’t you have any other place, except my house, to vent the spleen — the anger — of your disordered bloods? Must I always be haunted with such unrest that will not allow me to eat or sleep in peace at home? 

“Is this how you show your love and respect for me, Grimaldi? Bah! You have no love and respect for me!”

Donado said, “And, Vasques, I may tell thee that it is not well to encourage these quarrels; you are always quick to be stirring up contentions.”

Annabella and Putana came out on a balcony overlooking the scene. Unnoticed, they listened to the conversation of the others.

Florio asked, “What’s the ground of contention? What are you fighting about?”

Soranzo answered, “That, with your patience, signiors, I’ll explain. This gentleman, Grimaldi, whom fame and reputation report to be a soldier — for otherwise I would not know that — rivals me in love for Signior Florio’s daughter, Annabella. To her ears he always presses his lovesuit, to my disgrace; he thinks that the way to recommend himself to her is to disparage me in his report.”

He then said, “But know, Grimaldi, that although, maybe, thou are my equal in thy blood — your birth — yet this behavior of yours reveals a lowness in thy mind; this lowness, if thou were noble, thou would as much disdain, as I do thee for this unworthiness.”

He then said, “And on this ground I willed my servant to correct Grimaldi’s tongue. I hold a man as base as Grimaldi to be no match for me.”

Vasques said, “And if your sudden coming had not prevented us, I would have bled my gentleman Grimaldi’s blood under the gills.” 

This society believed that one treatment that could restore health was bloodletting — that is, bleeding the patient. Grimaldi had gotten angry, and his face was red, showing an excess of choler or anger. To release that excess of anger, Vasques would have cut Grimaldi under his “gills” — that is, he would cut Grimaldi’s throat.

He then said to Grimaldi, “I would have wormed you, sir, for running mad.”

The “worm” was a small ligament in a dog’s throat. People in this society believed that cutting it would prevent rabies.

Grimaldi said, “I’ll be revenged, Soranzo.”

Vasques said, “You’ll be revenged on a dish of warm broth to stay your stomach — do, honest innocence, do! Spoon-meat is a wholesomer diet than a Spanish blade.”

“Stay your stomach” means 1) satisfy your hunger or 2) lower your pride.

An “innocent” is a fool.

Spoon-meat is baby food or easy-to-digest food for an invalid.

Grimaldi said, “Remember this! Remember what I said!”

He exited.

Soranzo said after him, “I fear thee not, Grimaldi.”
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