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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 any or all of my retellings to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to give copies of any or all of my retellings to all students forever. Of course, libraries are welcome to use my eBooks for free.

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 them, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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Dedicated to My Sister Rosa

[image: ]




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.

“I Will Go with You Into the Grave”

In a medieval Christian mystery play, a man asks who will go with him into the grave when he dies and give him support at the Day of Judgment. Time after time, he hears the answer, “I won’t go with you into the grave.” His wife won’t go with him into the grave, his children won’t go with him into the grave, his priest won’t go with him into the grave, his friends won’t go with him into the grave — even his wealth won’t go with him into the grave. Finally, the man’s good deeds say, “I will go with you into the grave,” and the man and his good deeds knock at the door of death, together. Your good deeds will plead for you on the Day of Judgment.

“Do Small Kindnesses for People”

Amy Alkon, aka “The Advice Goddess,” does good deeds, and she used to write an advice column for alternative newspapers. She advises, “Do small kindnesses for people.” For example, she buys and reads a newspaper every day. When she is finished reading it, she will look around wherever she is — often, she is in a café — and often see somebody who is looking for a newspaper. She will then ask, “Sir, would you like my newspaper?” She points out, “You’ve noticed a stranger, you’ve solved their problem, you’ve gone out of your way to do it, and they’re gonna feel very good about that, and I think people will tend to pass on good deeds, do other good deeds, if you do good deeds for them.” She adds that “it does make a difference.”

“Dear”

One of the things that Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., believes firmly is this: “God d*mn it, you’ve got to be kind.” One of the things that cheers him up is buying a morning cup of coffee in New York City, which he describes as mad for money. He says, “You can go into a little café and the waitress calls you ‘dear’ even though she knows the bill will be a small expenditure and the tip tiny. So she is responding to you as a person and feels happy and wants to communicate.”

Show the Haters that They are Wrong

Robert DeMott and Dave Smith became friends in the early 1970s. They had a number of things in common that facilitated their friendship: They were or would become editors, scholars, teachers, and writers, plus both had been told as undergraduates by professors that they “were not smart enough or able enough to amount to much in the ‘real’ world” — predictions that they ignored. Mr. DeMott became a noted John Steinbeck scholar, and Mr. Smith became a noted poet.

“The Touchstone For What Good Deeds Became In My Life”

Donna Delfino Dugay of Harper Woods, Michigan, grew up in California, where her family had a picnic at the beach when she was 11 years old. Her mother fixed each of the children a plate of fried chicken and potato salad, and then, Donna says, “When I looked up from my plate, my mother was fixing one more plate .... She turned away from us and walked over maybe 20 or 30 feet to where there was a man by himself. And he was picking his way through the trashcan. And my mother — I don’t know whether she just put the plate there or whether she touched him gently or whether she said a few words — but I remember him turning to her in a gesture of thankfulness.” Years later, when Donna asked her mother about this good deed, her mother claimed not to remember it; however, Donna says, “But for me, I remember it very well because for me, it was the touchstone for what good deeds became in my life.”

“What is Hateful to Yourself, Do Not to Your Fellow Man”

A cart driver asked Rabbi Akiba to teach him the whole of the Torah all at once. Rabbi Akiba told him that Moses had stayed on the mountaintop 40 days and 40 nights to learn the Torah, but that if he really wanted to learn the basic principle of the Torah, he should learn this: “What is hateful to yourself, do not to your fellow man.” Soon after, the cart driver went on a journey with two other men. They came to a field filled with seed pods, and the two other men took two seed pods each, but the cart driver took none. Then they came to a field filled with cabbages, and the two other men took two cabbages each, but the cart driver took none. They asked the cart driver why he wasn’t taking anything, and he replied, “Thus did Rabbi Akiba teach me: ‘What is hateful to yourself, do not to your fellow man.’”

The Sacred Mantra

A guru had a disciple to whom he revealed a sacred mantra, along with a warning not to reveal the mantra to anyone. The disciple asked, “What will happen if I reveal the sacred mantra?” The guru replied, “Anyone to whom you reveal the sacred mantra will learn about Ultimate Goodness and will become wiser. But you will be excluded from discipleship.” Immediately, the disciple ran to the marketplace and began shouting the sacred mantra to everyone there. The other disciples came to the guru and demanded that the first disciple be excluded from discipleship because he had revealed the sacred mantra. The guru smiled, agreed, and said, “Yes, you are right. He is no longer a disciple. Today, he has become a guru.”

Spread Love and Joy

In an age of performative cruelty, spreading love and joy is an act of resistance.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Duke of Florence. 

Lord Cardinal, brother to the Duke. 

Two Cardinals more. 

A Lord. 

Fabritio, father to Isabella. 

Hippolito, brother to Fabritio. 

Guardiano, uncle to the Foolish Ward. 

The Foolish Ward, a rich young heir. 

Leantio, a factor, husband to Brancha. A factor is a commercial agent — a merchant’s agent or clerk. Leantio’s social class was lower than that of Brancha.

Sordido, the Foolish Ward’s serving-man. 

Livia, sister to Fabritio and Hippolito. 

Isabella, daughter to Fabritio. 

Brancha, Leantio’s wife. A messenger says that she is about sixteen years old.

Mother to Leantio, a widow. She is sixty years old, which this society considers old.

States (aka Nobles) of Florence, Citizens, an Apprentice, Boys, Messenger, and Servants. 

SCENE: Florence.

NOTES:

Thomas Middleton’s characters tend to be flawed, not saintly.

Some editors say that Livia is the sister of Hippolito, while other editors say that she is the sister-in-law of Hippolito. In 2.2, Livia does call Isabella’s mother her sister. The word “sister,” however, can mean “sister-in-law.” Of course, the words “father” and “brother” can also refer to in-laws. This book assumes that Livia is the sister of Hippolito.

In this society, a person of higher rank would use “thou,” “thee,” “thine,” and “thy” when referring to a person of lower rank. (These terms were also used affectionately and between equals.) A person of lower rank would use “you” and “your” when referring to a person of higher rank.

“Sirrah” was a title used to address someone of a social rank inferior to the speaker. Friends, however, could use it to refer to each other.

The word “wench” at this time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Leantio and Brancha met Leantio’s mother, and Leantio went over to his mother to speak to her. Leantio and Brancha had recently eloped, and they had just come from Venice to Florence. Brancha was far enough away from Leantio and his mother that she perhaps could not hear them speak about her.

Leantio’s mother said to him:

“Thy sight was never yet more precious and happy to me. Welcome with all the affection of a mother that comfort can distill from natural love.

“Since my joy at thy birth — a mother’s chief gladness, after she’s undergone her curse of sorrows in the pain of childbirth — thou were not dearer to me than this hour that presents thee to my heart. 

“Welcome, again!”

Leantio said to himself, “Alas, poor affectionate soul, how her joys speak to me and move me! I have observed it often, and I know it is the fortune commonly of knavish, rebellious children to have the most loving mothers.” 

He sometimes went against the wishes of his mother, and yet she continued to love him.

Leantio’s mother asked him, “Who’s this gentlewoman?” 

Leantio said:

“Oh, you have named the most highly valuable acquisition that the youth of man had ever knowledge of. 

“As often as I look upon that treasure and know that it is mine — there lies the blessing! — it makes me rejoice that I ever was ordained to have a being — an existence — and to live among men.”

Leantio was a commercial agent, and he spoke about his wife, Bianca, using terms of commerce.

Leantio continued:

“Life is usually full of fears, and life is usually poor. Let a man truly think about it: to have the toil and griefs of fourscore years put up in a white sheet, tied with two knots.”

The white sheet was a shroud, which was tied with knots at the top and the bottom.

Leantio continued:

“I think it should strike earthquakes and put the fear of God in adulterers, when even the very sheets they commit sin in may prove to be, for anything they know, all their last garments. 

“Oh, what an example would be there for women then! 

“But beauty, which is able to content a conqueror whom the possession of the Earth could scarcely content, keeps me in compass and within limits.”

Alexander the Great conquered the world that was known to him, and then he is said to have wept because no more worlds were left for him to conquer.

Leantio continued: 

“I find no wish in me inclined sinfully to this man’s sister, or to that man’s wife. In love’s name let them keep their chastity and cleave to their own husbands — it is their duties.”

In other words: Brancha’s beauty keeps Leantio from wishing to commit adultery. 

Leantio continued: 

“Now when I go to church, I can pray honestly, nor shall I come like gallants only to see faces, as if lust went to market continually on Sundays.” 

Some gallants went to church mostly to see the pretty women there.

Leantio continued: 

“I must confess I am guilty of one sin, mother, more than the original sin I brought into the world with me.” 

The original sin was committed in the Garden of Eden. This sin was then passed down to all of Adam and Eve’s descendants in the form of an innate tendency to sin.

Leantio continued: 

“But that sin I glory in. It is theft, but it is as noble a theft as ever greatness yet shot up with.”

It was a theft that could help him rise socially in the world and become a great man.

“What sin is that?” Leantio’s mother asked him.

Leantio said:

“It is never to be repented, mother, although sin is death.”

Romans 6:23 states, “For the wages of sin is death [...]” (King James Version).

Leantio continued:

“I would have died, if I had not sinned, and here’s my masterpiece.”

He pointed to Brancha and asked:

“Do you now behold her? 

“Look on her well, she’s mine; look on her better. Now say if it isn’t the best piece of theft that ever was committed, and I have my pardon for it. 

“It is sealed and ratified from heaven by marriage.”

Leantio’s mother said, “You are married to her!”

Brancha was a gentlewoman. Leantio was below her in social class.

Leantio said:

“You must keep it secret, mother. I am undone and ruined if you don’t keep it secret. If it should become known, then I have lost her. Do just think now what that loss is; life’s only a trifle to it! 

“From Venice, which is her birthplace, her consent and I have brought her from parents great in wealth, but now greater in rage. But let storms expend their furies; now that we have got a shelter over our quiet innocent loves, we are contented.

“Little money she’s brought me. View only her face, and you may see all her dowry, except that which lies locked up in hidden virtues, like jewels kept in cabinets.”

Leantio’s mother said, “You’re to blame — if your obedience to your mother will allow you to hear a check and rebuke — to wrong such a perfection of beauty.” 

“What!” Leantio said.

Leantio’s mother said:

“You have wronged such a creature by drawing her away from her fortune, which, no doubt, in the fullness of time, might have proved rich and noble. 

“You don’t know what you have done.”

Leantio had married Brancha without her parents’ permission and therefore he had gotten no dowry. Such a dowry would have allowed her to live the lifestyle to which she was accustomed. If Brancha had stayed at home and had married a man whom her parents approved of, she would have lived and have continued to live a luxurious life.

Leantio’s mother continued:

“I during my life can give you but little help, and my death can give you only lesser hopes.” 

In other words: I can help you only a little while I am alive, and I can leave you little when I am dead.

Leantio’s mother continued:

“And hitherto your own means have just barely managed to maintain your life as a single man, and that in hard circumstances, too. 

“What ability have you to do her right then in maintenance befitting her birth and virtues?

“Every woman of necessity looks for comfort in life, and most wish to go above and improve on the life to which they were born. They do not wish to be confined by their circumstances, virtues and abilities, bloods, or births, but instead they wish to satisfy their overflowing desires, wishes, and whims.”

In other words: Women want to live well and to live better — perhaps much better — than they were raised.

Leantio said quietly to his mother:

“Speak low, sweet mother.

“You are able to spoil and corrupt as many as come within the hearing of what you say. If it is not your fortune to mar everything, I much marvel at it. 

“I ask you to not teach her — my wife — to rebel, when she’s in a good way to showing obedience to me.

“I ask you to not teach her to rise with other women in commotion and insurrection against their husbands in order to get six gowns a year, and so maintain their cause (when they’re once victorious) in all other things that require cost enough. 

“They are all of them a kind of spirits soon called up and raised, but not so soon sent down and laid to rest, mother. As, for example, a woman’s belly — that is, her appetite or desire for something — is got up in a trice, and it is simply charge — that is, nothing but expense — before her belly is laid down again. So it is always in all their quarrels and in their courses of action. 

“And I’m a proud man. I hear nothing about them: nothing about these troublesome spirits. They’re very still, I thank my happiness, and they are sound asleep. Please don’t let your tongue wake them. 

“If you can but rest quietly and be quiet, she will be contented with all conditions that my fortunes bring her to. She will be contented to keep close and live a secluded life at home as a wife who loves her husband. She will be contented to go according to the rate of my ability and live within my means. 

“And she will not obey the licentious swinge —the unrestricted sway and impulse — of her own will, like some of her old school fellows. 

“She intends to take out and copy other works in a new sampler, and frame the fashion of an honest love, which knows no wants.”

Literally, a sampler is a piece of skillful embroidery that can be framed. Brancha will take out — remove — the work of an old sampler and embroider new work in it. 

Figuratively, Brancha will follow a way of life different from that of her school friends. They will seek to satisfy their material desires, but Leantio hoped that Brancha will be an obedient wife and live happily within his modest means.

Leantio continued:

“But mocking poverty brings forth more children, to make rich men wonder at divine providence, which feeds mouths of infants, and sends them no infants to feed, but which instead stuffs their rooms with fruitful moneybags and rich possessions and which stuffs their beds with barren wombs.”

According to Leantio, one advantage of poverty is that poor people tend to have more children than rich people. 

Leantio continued:

“Good mother, don’t make things worse than they are because of your too much openness. Please take heed of your too much openness and don’t imitate the envy of old people who strive to mar good entertainment because they are past it.”

In other words: Old people no longer have sex, and they want to stop the sexual activity of others. 

Leantio continued:

“I would have you feel more pity for youth, especially to your own flesh and blood. 

“I’ll prove to be an excellent husband. Here’s my hand.” 

He held his hand up as if swearing to tell the truth in a court of law.

Leantio continued:

“I will lay in provisions and feed us, I will follow my business roundly, and I will make you a grandmother in forty weeks.”

“Roundly” means “energetically,” and the word “business” often refers to sex.

Leantio was promising to be a good provider of food and sex for Brancha.

Leantio concluded:

“Go, and please greet her and bid her welcome cheerfully.”

Leantio’s mother kissed Brancha and said:

“Gentlewoman, thus much is a debt of courtesy, which fashionable strangers pay each other at a kind meeting.”

“Then there’s more than one kiss. Due to the knowledge I have of your near kinship to me, I am bold to come kiss you again.” 

Leantio’s mother kissed Brancha a second time and said:

“And now I greet you by the name of ‘daughter,’ which may lay claim to more than ordinary respect.”

Leantio’s mother kissed Brancha — her daughter-in-law — a third time.

Leantio said to himself, “Why, this is well done now, and I think few mothers of threescore years will improve on it.”

Threescore years is sixty years.

“What I can bid you welcome to is humble,” Leantio’s mother said. “But make it all your own. We are very needy, and we cannot welcome you in accordance with what you’re worth.”

Leantio said to himself:

“Now this is scurvy; and it is spoken as if a woman lacked her teeth.”

The word “scurvy” can mean “annoying,” and the disease scurvy can lead to loss of teeth.

Leantio continued saying to himself:

“These old folks talk of nothing but physical defects because they grow so full of them themselves.” 

Brancha said:

“Kind mother, nothing can be lacking to her who enjoys all her desires. If Heaven will send a quiet peace along with this man’s love, then I will be as rich in my mind as virtuous people can be poor in material things. 

“This gift of Heaven would make me non-materially rich enough to erect temples of happiness here in my heart and in your home.” 

In other words: Brancha was saying that she will be satisfied with a contented, happy mind even if she lacks material things.

Brancha continued:

“I have forsaken friends, fortunes, and my country, and hourly I rejoice in it. Here are my friends, and few is the number of good friends.”

She then said to Leantio:

“Thy fortunes (however they look, good or bad), I will always name my fortunes. Hopeful or spiteful, they shall all be welcome. 

“Whoever invites many guests has guests of all sorts and kinds. He who trades much does drink of all fortunes, yet the fortunes must all be welcome, and treated well, like guests. 

“I’ll call this place the place of my birth now, and rightly, too; for here my love was born, and that’s the birth-day of a woman’s joys.”

Brancha then said to Leantio: 

“You have not bid me welcome since I came.”

She was saying that he had not kissed her for a while.

Leantio said, “That I did without question: I did greet you.” 

“No, surely?” Brancha said. “How was it? I have quite forgotten it.” 

“It was like this,” Leantio said.

He kissed her.

“Oh, sir, it is true,” Brancha said. “Now I remember it well. I have done thee wrong. Please take it again, sir.” 

She kissed him back. 

“How many of these wrongs could I endure in an hour and turn over the hour-glass for twice as many more!” Leantio said.

Leantio’s mother asked, “Will it please you to walk inside, daughter?” 

“Thanks, sweet mother!” Brancha said. “The voice of her who bare me would not be more pleasing.”

Leantio’s mother and Brancha exited.

Leantio, who worked for a merchant as a factor, said to himself:

“Though my own care — my consciousness and my ambition — and my rich master’s trust, lay their commands both on me to practice my career as a factor, this day and night I’ll know no other business but her and her dear welcome.”

The word “business” can mean “sex” as well as “commercial business.”

Leantio continued saying to himself:

“It is a bitterness to think upon tomorrow! 

“That I must leave her always to the sweet hopes of the week’s end! 

“That pleasure should be so restrained and curbed and dependent on the practice of a rich work-master, who never pays until Saturday night! 

“By the Virgin Mary, it comes together in a tidy sum then, and it does more good, you’ll say.”

This day and night Leantio would enjoy Brancha, but the next day he had to go to work for a boss who paid him weekly on Saturday. He would be away from her until he finished working during the week and got paid.

Leantio continued saying to himself: 

“Oh, fair-eyed Florence! 

“If thou only knew what a most matchless jewel thou now are mistress of, a pride would take thee that would be able to shoot destruction through the bloods of all thy youthful sons.” 

“Blood” and “pride” can mean “sexual desire.” The young men of Florence can be ruined if they fall in love with Brancha.

Leantio continued saying to himself: 

“But it is great policy and prudence to keep choice treasures in the obscurest places. Should we show thieves our wealth, it would make them bolder. 

“Temptation is a devil that will not hesitate to fasten upon a saint. Take heed of that.

“The jewel — Brancha — is cased up and concealed from all men’s eyes. Who could imagine now that a gem were kept of that great value under this plain roof? 

“But what about in times when I am absent? What assurance do I have of this restraint and safe-keeping then? Yes! Yes! There’s one with her. 

“Old mothers know the world; and such as these, 

“When sons lock chests, are good to look after keys.”

Leantio was worried that other men would see Brancha and pursue her, but he would keep her at home, and he had his mother to watch over her.
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— 1.2 —
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Guardiano, Fabritio, and Livia were talking together. Guardiano was the uncle of the Foolish Ward. Fabritio was the father of a woman named Isabella. Livia was the sister of Fabritio and Hippolito. 

“What!” Guardiano said. “Has your daughter seen him yet? Do you know that?”

“Him” was Guardiano’s Foolish Ward. A ward is a person who is under the care of another person. That person takes care of the ward’s affairs. Often, wards are not yet of age to take care of their affairs.

Guardians could benefit financially if they married off a male ward before the ward came of age. The father of the bride would pay the guardian. If the ward declined to marry the woman, his guardian would fine the ward’s estate. If the woman declined to marry the ward, the ward’s guardian would not financially benefit.

The age of maturity was 21, and readers will learn that the Foolish Ward was almost 20. “Time is calling upon” Guardiano, and he wants to marry off his Foolish Ward.

“It doesn’t matter whether she has seen him,” Fabritio, the father of the woman whom Guardiano wanted the Foolish Ward to marry, said. “She shall love him.”

Guardiano said:

“Nay, let’s have fair play. He has been now my ward some fifteen years, and it is my purpose (as time calls upon me, seconded by custom, and such moral virtues) to tender — that is, offer — him a wife.

“Now, sir, this wife I’d eagerly elect out of a daughter of yours. You see my meaning’s fair. If now this daughter so tendered (let me use your own word, sir) should undertake to refuse him, I would be hanselled.”

A “handsel” is a gift given at the beginning of a year or some other important occasion. Here, it is ironic: “It would be a ‘fine’ gift, indeed!”

Guardiano said to himself:

“Thus I am obliged to calculate all my words, for the meridian of a foolish old man, to catch his understanding.”

The “meridian” is the highest point. Fabritio’s intelligence is limited; unfortunately, that is the highest point of his intellectual development.

Guardiano then said out loud:

“What do you answer, sir?” 

Fabritio said, “I say still that she shall love him.”

“Yet again?” Guardiano said. “And shall she have no reason for this love?”

“Why, do you think that women love with reason?” Fabritio asked. 

Guardiano said to himself, “I perceive that fools are not at all hours foolish, no more than wise men are at all times wise.”

A proverb stated, “Even a fool sometimes speaks a wise word.”

Fabritio then said:

“I had a wife. She ran mad for me; she had no reason for it, for anything I could perceive.”

He then asked his sister, Livia:

“What do you think, lady sister?” 

Guardiano said to himself:

“That was a fit match, being both out of their wits.”

It was a fitting marriage match because both husband and wife were mad in the sense of being insane.

Guardiano then said out loud: 

“A loving wife, it seemed that she strove to come as near you as she could.”

“Near you” means 1) close to you, and 2) like you, in being mad.

Fabritio replied:

“And if her daughter does not prove mad for love, too, then she does not take after her; nor does she take after me, if she prefers reason before my pleasure.” 

He then asked Livia, his sister:

“You’re an experienced widow, lady sister. Please let your opinion come among us.”

Livia said: 

“I must offend you then, if truth will do it, and take my niece’s part, and call it injustice to force her love to one she never saw. 

“Maidens should both see, and like, their possible husband; all that is little enough — it’s a small matter.

“If they love truly after that, it is well. 

“Considering the length of the marriage commitment, she takes one man in marriage until death. That’s a hard task, I tell you; but one may inquire at the end of three years among young wives and see how the game goes.”

Fabritio asked, “Why, isn’t the man tied to the same observance — the same set of rules — lady sister, and isn’t he in one woman?”

Livia said:

“One is enough for him. 

“Besides, he tastes of many sundry dishes that we poor female wretches never lay our lips to.”

In other words: In marriage, men have more privileges than women. And many men break their marriage vows.

Livia continued: 

“These dishes include obedience, indeed, subjection, duty, and such kickshaws [fancy dishes], all of our making, but served to them. And if then sometimes we lick a finger and taste our own cooking, we are not to blame; your best cooks do it.”
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