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***

Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever

In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack 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 CLIFF CRAFT
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On Sunday, 17 May 2007, my friend Cliff Craft died in Athens, Ohio. Most people probably thought of him as a homeless scavenger, but people who knew him realized that he was a generous person. He lived in low-income housing, and he frequently allowed homeless people to stay in his apartment. Because of his illnesses, including epilepsy, he lived on a monthly Social Security check and whatever money he found on his frequent walks around town, but he was generous with the money he had. Each month, he deposited his Social Security check at Hocking Valley Bank, but not all of the money ended up in his own account. According to Hocking Valley Bank branch manager Kim Sparks, for approximately two years before Mr. Craft died, he deposited some of his money each month into an account that had been set up to help a girl who had been injured in an accident. Truly, Mr. Craft’s life shows that people don’t need to be wealthy to do good deeds.

***
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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.

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.”

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.”

“Keep your blood clean, your body lean, and your mind sharp.” — Henry Rollins
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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MALE CHARACTERS

JOHN LITTLEWIT, a Proctor. A proctor is a legal agent, an attorney in the ecclesiastical courts. LITTLEWIT is known for being jolly. “Wit” is intelligence.

ZEAL-OF-THE-LAND BUSY, Suitor to Dame PURECRAFT. He is a Banbury Man; many Puritans lived in Banbury. Zeal-of-the-land Busy worked previously as a baker. Puritans are opposed to gluttony and drunkenness, but Zeal-of-the-land Busy has a large waist and he occasionally grows faint and must be revived with medicinal alcohol.

NED WINWIFE, his rival, a Gentleman.

TOM QUARLOUS, companion to WINWIFE; a Gamester. A gamester is a gambler. “Quarlous” is a portmanteau name combining “quarrelous” and “parlous,” meaning dangerously quarrelsome. He is dangerously clever.

BARTHOLOMEW COKES, an Esquire of Harrow. A “cokes” is a silly, foolish fellow, aka dupe. An “esquire” is a member of the landed gentry. His sister is Mrs. OVERDO. He is nineteen years old and tall.

HUMPHREY “NUMPS” WASP, his Man, aka Servant. “Numps” is a nickname for Humphrey. A waspish man is an angry or grumpy man. Numps is a little old man.

ADAM OVERDO, a Justice of the Peace. He takes his duties and responsibilities seriously, but he overdoes it. At the beginning of the play, he does not know Mr. WINWIFE.

LANTERN LEATHERHEAD, a Hobbyhorse Seller (Toyman). He sells toys, including hobbyhorses. Among other things, a hobbyhorse is a child’s toy: a stick with the figure of a horse’s head at the top.

EZEKIEL EDGWORTH, a Cutpurse. 

NIGHTINGALE, a Ballad-Singer.

MOONCALF, Tapster to URSLA. A mooncalf is a monster, or a person with a deformity. A tapster is a bartender.

JORDAN KNOCKEM, a Horse-courser, and a Ranger of Turnbull. A horse-courser is a horse dealer who buys and sells broken-in horses. The word “knock” is slang for “have sex.” A ranger is a gamekeeper of a park. The “park” here is Turnbull Street in London, and the “game” is the prostitutes who work there. The street was famous for its brothels. A jordan is a chamber pot. He is occasionally called Daniel.

VAL CUTTING, a Roarer. A famous highwayman was nicknamed “Cutting Dick.” A roarer is a bully or roisterer or rowdy.

CAPTAIN WHIT, a Bawd. A bawd is a pimp. Whit speaks with an odd Irish accent. A “whit” is a very little thing: a very small amount, a bit, an iota, a jot.

TROUBLEALL, a bearded Madman.

OLIVER “DAVY” BRISTLE, a Watchman. Bristle may be Welsh and called “Davy” because St. David is the patron saint of Wales. Similarly, an Irishman may be called “Paddy” because St. Patrick is the patron saint of Ireland.

TOBY HAGGIS, a Watchman. A haggis is a sausage made of entrails.

POACHER, a Beadle; also a Watchman.

FILCHER, Doorkeeper to the puppet-play. To “filch” something means to steal something.

SHARKWELL, Doorkeeper to the puppet-play. To “shark” meant to victimize or to act like a “shark,” aka a swindler or sharper.

SOLOMON, JOHN LITTLEWIT’S Man.

NORDERN, a Clothier (a Northern Man). In the North, much wool was woven.

PUPPY, a Wrestler (a Western Man). A “puppy” is a man who is conceited, foolish, or impertinent. It can also mean a “naïve or inexperienced young man.”

MOUSETRAP-MAN, a seller of items such as mousetraps and tinderboxes.

FEMALE CHARACTERS

WIN LITTLEWIT, JOHN LITTLEWIT’s Wife. “Win” is a nickname for her real name: Win-the-fight. She comes from a Puritan family, and she is pregnant.

DAME PURECRAFT, her Mother, and a Widow. “Craft” means deceit. “Pure” means 1) unadulterated or 2) virtuous.

DAME ALICE OVERDO, Justice OVERDO’s Wife. Her brother is BARTHOLOMEW COKES.

GRACE WELLBORN, Ward to Justice OVERDO.

JOAN TRASH, a Gingerbread-Woman.

URSLA, a Pig-Woman. Her name means “little she-bear.” She is obese. Her name is really Ursula, but she goes by the nickname “Ursla.”

PUNK ALICE, Mistress of the game. “A mistress of the game” is a prostitute. So is a punk. She works on Turnbull Street.

OTHER (MINOR) CHARACTERS

Costardmonger. A costardmonger is a fruit seller. A costard is a kind of apple.

Corncutter. He cuts corns from people’s feet. A corn is thick, hardened skin.

Stagekeeper. He is a stagehand.

Bookholder. He is a prompter of actors, and he takes care of the playscripts.

Scrivener. He is a clerk or scribe.

Porters.

Puppets: Leander. Hero. Damon. Pythias. Cupid (disguised as Jonas, a bartender). Cole. Dionysius.

Passersby.

Mob.

Boys.

Etc.

NOTES

The action of the play takes place in one day. 

On this day, Quarlous meets Humphrey Wasp, Miss Grace Wellborn, and Troubleall for the first time.
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THE PROLOGUE TO THE KING’S MAJESTY
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Your Majesty is welcome to a Fair;

Such place, such men, such language, and such ware

You must expect: with these, the zealous noise

Of your land’s Puritan faction, scandalized by trifles,

Such as dolls, hobbyhorses, puppet-plays,

And such-like, rage at, whereof the petulant ways

Yourself have known, and have been vexed with long.

These for your entertainment, without particular wrong,

Or just ground of complaint of any private man,

Who of himself either shall think well or can,

[Anyone who thinks well of himself or can think well of himself will not be hurt by satire; self-esteem will prevent that. In other words, if you think well of yourself, then 1) you will not think that you are being satirized, or 2) if you do think you are being satirized, you will think it is a fair and just satire, or 3) if you do think you are being satirized, the satire will not bother you even if it is not a fair and just satire.]

The maker [playwright] does present: and hopes, tonight

To give you for a fairing, true delight.

Notes:

Ben Jonson wrote the Prologue for a performance at the court of King James I on 1 November 1614.

Particular wrongs are satire of a particular individual rather than a particular class or group of people. Mr. Jonson is a satirist.

Hobbyhorses are figures of a horse that are fastened around the waist of a Morris dancer. Fake legs are part of the costume so that it looks like the comic dancer is on horseback. Also, hobbyhorses are toy horses in general.

A fairing is a gift bought at a fair.

Both King James I and Ben Jonson had trouble with the Puritans. Mr. Jonson objected to the Puritans because they wanted the playhouses closed because they regarded plays as immoral.

This Prologue took the place of the Induction when the play was presented to King James I of England. The previous day, 31 October 1614, the world premiere was played at the Hope Theatre.
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THE INDUCTION [INTRODUCTION] ON THE STAGE
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The Stagekeeper speaks directly to you, the audience:

“Gentlemen, have a little patience, the characters are coming and will be here almost instantly. The character who should begin the play, Mr. John Littlewit, the proctor, has a stitch newly fallen in his black silk stocking; his stocking will have a run in it if it is not repaired right away. Fortunately, his stocking will be mended before you can count to twenty. The character plays one of the Arches and dwells near the hospital, and he has a very pretty part.”

John Littlewit is a proctor; that is, he is a lawyer. In particular, he is a lawyer in the Court of Arches, which is at Bow Church on Cheapside Street in London. This church had stone bows, aka arches.

The Stagekeeper continued, “But as for the whole play, will you hear the truth about it?”

He looked around him and said, “I am looking lest the poet/playwright Ben Jonson should hear me, and lest his man, aka servant, Mr. Brome, should be hiding behind the arras, the wall hanging at the back of this stage.”

Ben Jonson’s servant and protégé, Richard Brome, became a successful playwright like Mr. Jonson.

The Stagekeeper continued, “This play is likely to be a very conceited scurvy one, in plain English. 

“When the play once comes to Bartholomew Fair, you might just as well go to Virginia, for anything there is of Smithfield in this play.”

Bartholomew Fair was held at Smithfield.

The Stagekeeper continued, “The playwright has not hit the humors; he does not know them.”

“Humors” are characteristic behaviors. The stagehand was saying that Ben Jonson was not rendering the characters’ personalities and actions correctly. However, the Stagekeeper had in mind a particular set of characters. He wanted to see an old-fashioned kind of play with certain stock characters, and Mr. Jonson, a noted satirist, was doing something different in his play.

The Stagekeeper continued, “The playwright has not conversed with the Bartholomew birds, as they say.”

Think of jailbirds. Bartholomew birds are people, many of whom do things that are against the law, who frequent Bartholomew Fair each year.

The Stagekeeper continued, “The playwright does not have a sword-and-buckler man in his Fair.”

Sword-and-buckler men were swashbucklers, aka swaggering men who fought with the old-fashioned sword and buckler, aka a small round shield. The modern weapons of the time were rapier and dagger. The Stagekeeper enjoyed old-fashioned plays with flamboyant characters such as Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy.

The Stagekeeper continued, “Nor does the playwright have in his play a little Davy, to take toll of the bawds there, as in my time.”

Davy was a stereotype character who was a bully and would take a toll, aka payment, from the bawds who made their living selling female flesh.

The Stagekeeper continued, “Nor does the playwright have in his play a Kindheart, if anybody’s teeth should chance to ache in his play.”

Kindheart was an itinerant tooth puller; a stock character based on him appeared in some old-fashioned plays.

The Stagekeeper continued, “Nor does the playwright have in his play a juggler with a well-educated ape, to come over the chain for a King of England, and back again for the Prince, and sit still on his arse for the Pope and the King of Spain.”

The “well-educated ape” is a well-trained monkey or chimpanzee that obeys commands by people portraying English royalty but will not obey commands by people portraying the Pope or the King of Spain. At the time, many English Protestants were anti-Catholic, and many English were anti-Spanish.

The Stagekeeper complained, “This play has none of these fine sights!”

He continued, “Nor does the playwright have the canvas-cut in the night, for a hobbyhorse man to creep in to his she-neighbor and take his leap there. Nothing! No!”

A canvas-cut is a cut in a canvas tent for someone to enter for purposes that someone does not want to be made public. “Cut” is also slang for “cunt.” “Canvas” or “canvass” means “solicit,” so a canvas-cut is a prostitute. A “hobbyhorse” is either a child’s imitation horse or a prostitute, so called because of the riding movement of sex. When horses have sex, it is called leaping. “To leap upon” means to spring upon the female for sex.

The Stagekeeper continued, “If some writer whom I know had had the penning of this matter, he would have made you such a jig-a-jog in the booths, you would have thought an earthquake had been in the fair!”

The “jig-a-jog” is the jigging and jogging of such things as female breasts during sex. The “jig-a-jog” would occur in the booths of Bartholomew Fair.

The Stagekeeper continued, “But these master poets, they will have their own absurd courses; they will be informed of nothing. Ben Jonson has (I beg your pardon, Sir Reverence) kicked me three or four times around the attiring-house — the place where the actors dress. I thank him for that (I am being sarcastic), but all I did was to advise him with the benefit of my experience. 

“I’ll be judged by you, gentlemen, now, but I’ll be judged for only one idea of mine. Would not a fine pump upon the stage have done well for a stage property now? The play could have a prostitute’s head set under the pump, and her stern — her butt — upward, and she would be soused by my witty young masters of the Inns of Court.”

Prostitutes were publicly humiliated; being drenched with water was one such punishment. The Stagekeeper believed that such a sight would be fine public entertainment. The young masters of the Inns of Court were supposedly law students, but many of them simply wanted to party.

The Stagekeeper continued, “What do you think of this idea for a show, now? But the playwright will not hear of this! He says that I am an ass! I! And yet I kept the stage in master Tarlton’s time, I thank my stars.”

Tarlton was a quick-witted comic actor who died in 1588, but who was fondly remembered long afterward.

The Stagekeeper continued, “Ha! If Tarlton had lived to have played in Bartholomew Fair, you would have seen him come in and be cozened, aka cheated, in the cloth-quarter, so finely!”

The cloth-quarter was located along the north wall of Saint Bartholomew’s Church. The fair had a commercial purpose: the buying and selling of cloth. In fact, one of Tarlton’s jests was telling about the time a thief stole his clothes.

The Stagekeeper continued, “And you would have seen John Adams, the rogue who was Tarlton’s fellow comic actor, leap and caper upon and around him, and have dealt his vermin about, as though they had cost him nothing!”

The vermin were fleas, which the Stagekeeper said would fall off John Adams’ clothing as he leaped and capered around.

The Stagekeeper continued, “And then you would have seen a big, substantial watchman steal in upon them, and then take them away, with mistaking words, as the fashion is in the stage-practice.”

“Mistaking words” are malapropisms. On the stage, watchmen were portrayed as constantly making mistakes in their choice of words.

The Bookholder and a Scrivener arrived. A Bookholder is a prompter, and a Scrivener is a clerk or scribe.

The Bookholder said to the Stagekeeper, “How are you? What splendid discourse are you speaking, hmm? Have you found any familiars here who make you so outspoken! What’s happening?”

The Stagekeeper replied, “Nothing, but the understanding gentlemen of the ground here asked my judgment.”

The “understanding gentlemen of the ground” were the spectators who stood in the pit, which was lower than stage level. These spectators were sometimes called groundlings.

The Bookholder said, “Your judgment, rascal! For what? Sweeping the stage, or gathering up the broken apples for the bears within?”

The play was being performed at the Hope Theatre, an outdoor theater in Bankside, Bear Garden. One day out of fourteen the Hope Theatre was used for bear-baitings. A bear would be tied to a stake, and dogs would bait — bite and attack — it.

The Bookholder continued, “Go away, rogue, it’s come to a fine degree in these spectacles when such a youth as you pretends to make a judgment.”

The Stagekeeper, who was not a youth, having worked with Tarlton many years ago, exited. Possibly, the Bookholder was referring to a second childhood.

The Bookholder continued, “And yet he may make a judgment concerning most of this matter, truly, for the author has written this play just to his meridian and the scale of the grounded judgments here, his playfellows in wit and intelligence.”

According to the Bookholder, Mr. Jonson had written Bartholomew Fair to the height of the Stagekeeper’s understanding, and on a scale that the groundlings would understand and enjoy. In other words, Mr. Jonson had written a play that most people could understand and enjoy.

The Bookholder came forward and said to the audience, “Gentlemen, not for lack of a prologue, but by way of a new one, I am sent out to you here, with a Scrivener and certain articles drawn out in haste between our author and you, which if you please to hear them, and if they appear reasonable to approve of, the play will follow immediately.” 

Mr. Jonson had written a quasi-legal contract between himself as the playwright and the members of the audience. The purpose of the contract and the entire induction was to give the audience some idea of what they were to witness on the stage and how to react to it. 

The Bookholder said, “Read, Scribe. Give me a copy of the contract.”

The Scrivener read out loud:

“Articles of agreement, formal and legal, between the spectators or hearers, at the Hope Theatre on the Bankside in the county of Surry, on the one party; and the author of Bartholomew Fair, in the said place and county, on the other party: the one and thirtieth day of October, 1614, and in the twelfth year of the reign of our sovereign lord JAMES, by the grace of God, king of England, France, and Ireland, defender of the faith; and of Scotland the seven and fortieth.”

In 1614, the King of England still claimed to be the legal King of France. This claim would not be given up until 1802.

The Scrivener continued:

“Imprimis, aka first. It is covenanted and agreed, by and between the parties aforesaid, and the said spectators and hearers, the finicky and spiteful as well as the favoring and judicious, as also the grounded judgments and understandings, do for themselves individually covenant and agree to remain in the places their money or friends have put them in, with patience, for the space of two hours and an half, and somewhat more. In this time the author promiseth to present them by us, with a new and sufficiently likeable play, called Bartholomew Fair, which is merry and as full of noise as it is of entertainment, and which is made to delight all and to offend none, provided they have either the wit or the honesty to think well of themselves.”

Grounded judgments are those that are well grounded on good evidence and good principles; also, grounded judgments are the judgments of the groundlings.

Anyone who thinks well of himself or can think well of himself will not be hurt by satire; self-esteem will prevent that. In other words, if you think well of yourself, you will not think you are being satirized. Or, if you do think you are being satirized, then you will also think that the satire is fair and just. Or, if you do think you are being satirized, the satire will not bother you even if it is not a fair and just satire.

The Scrivener continued:

“It is further agreed that every person here have his or their free will of judgment to like or dislike at their own charge, the author having now put his play forth among the public. It shall be lawful for any man to judge his six-pence worth, his twelve-pence worth, and so on up to the worth of his eighteen pence, two shillings, half a crown — all the way up to the value of his place — provided always his place does not get above his wit and intelligence. And if he has paid for half a dozen guests, he may make the judgment of the play’s worth for all of them, too, as long as he will undertake that they shall be silent. He shall put in for critical judgments here as they do for lots at the lottery. For example, if he pays but six pence at the door, and will censure a crown’s worth, we must agree that there is no conscience or justice in that.”

The Scrivener was making a joke when he mentioned the prices paid for tickets — the prices he mentioned were higher than would normally be charged. Since the Hope Theatre stank on account of the bears and dogs used in bear-baitings, some audience members might even hope for a discount rather than pay a higher price.

The Scrivener continued:

“It is also agreed that every man here exercise his own judgment, and not form a judgment due to the contagious nature of other people’s opinions, or because he trusts the voice or face of another person who sits by him, even if that person is the most senior member of the Commission of Knowledgeable Theatre Critics.

“It is also agreed that every man here be fixed and settled in his judgment so that what he approves or does not approve today, he will do the same tomorrow; and if tomorrow, the next day, and so on the next week, if need be, and not to be brought to change his opinion of the play by any who sits on the bench with him, even if they indite and arraign and judge plays daily. He who will swear that Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, or Hieronimo is Mad Again or William Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus are the best plays yet shall pass unchallenged here as a man whose judgment shows that it is constant, and has stood still these twenty-five or thirty years. Though such constancy shows ignorance — these plays are old-fashioned, and much better plays are available now — it is a virtuous and staid, aka fixed, ignorance; and next to truth, a confirmed error does well; such a one the author knows where to find him.

“It is further covenanted, concluded, and agreed that how great soever the expectation be, no person here is to expect more than he knows, or better ware than a fair such as Bartholomew Fair will afford. Each spectator will not look back to the sword and buckler age of Smithfield, but instead content himself with the present.”

Smithfield, the location of Bartholomew Fair, was known as a fighting ground back when people fought with the sword and buckler, aka a kind of small shield. The modern way of fighting was with a rapier and dagger.

The Scrivener continued:

“Instead of a little Davy — a bully — to take toll of the bawds, the author promises that you will see on stage a strutting horse-courser with a sly and underhand drunkard, and two or three people to serve him, in as good a retinue as you would wish. 

“And instead of Kindheart the tooth-puller, the author promises that you will see on stage a fine oily pig-woman with her tapster, aka bartender, to bid you welcome, and he promises that you will see on stage a consort of roarers — loud swaggerers — to provide the ‘music.’ The author also promises that you will see a wise Justice of the Peace meditant, instead of a juggler with an ape. 

“You will also see a civil cutpurse searchant, you will see a sweet singer of new ballads allurant, and you will see as fresh a hypocrite, as ever was broached, rampant.”

A civil cutpurse is a well-dressed pickpocket. Dressing and speaking like a gentleman helped a cutpurse to pick wealthier pockets.

A hypocrite is a Puritan, according to many people of the time. 

The Scrivener continued:

“If there be never a servant-monster in the fair, who can help it, the author says. He says the same thing about a nest, aka gang, of antics, aka grotesque dancers. The author is loath to make nature afraid in his plays, like those that beget tales, tempests, and such-like drolleries to mix his head with other men’s heels.”

Bartholomew Fair will not have in it some things that appear in other plays such as William Shakespeare’s late romances. It will not have in it a servant-monster such as Caliban, the son of a witch, who appears in Shakespeare’s Tempest. It will not have in it grotesque dances such as the dance of the satyrs in The Tempest. In Shakespeare’s late romances, nature does not act naturally. The magician Prospero commands storms in The Tempest, and what is supposed to be a statue comes to life in The Winter’s Tale.

The Scrivener continued:

“Let the concupiscence of jigs and dances reign as strong as it will amongst you, yet if the puppets will please any body, they shall be entreated to come in.”

Bartholomew Fair will not have any jigs or dancers, as so many contemporary plays did, yet it will have a puppet-play. This may seem incongruous, but Mr. Jonson will use the puppet-play as part of his satire.

The Scrivener continued:

“In consideration of all of these things, it is finally agreed by the aforesaid hearers and spectators that they neither in themselves conceal, nor suffer by them to be concealed, any state-decipherer, or politic pick-lock of the scene so solemnly ridiculous, as to search out who was meant by the gingerbread-woman, who by the hobbyhorse man, who by the costardmonger, and whoever else by their wares.

“Or who will pretend to affirm on his own inspired ignorance, what Mirror of Magistrates is meant by the justice, what great lady by the pig-woman, what concealed statesman by the seller of mouse-traps, and so of the rest.”

Mr. Jonson was leery of being accused of satirizing particular individuals in Bartholomew Fair. He did not want anyone to look at the character of Justice Overdo, for example, and say, “Oh, that’s the Lord Mayor of London.” According to Mr. Jonson, he satirized types of people, not individual people.

He was also leery of being accused of sedition, as had happened to him in the past. If an accuser would identify one of Mr. Jonson’s characters with a VIP, Mr. Jonson could be in real trouble.

George Whetstone wrote A Mirror of Magistrates of Cities (1584). In it, he encouraged political leaders to go incognito to places where people congregated so they could find and eradicate vice. This is something Justice Overdo does in Bartholomew Fair.

The Scrivener continued:

“But it is agreed that such person or persons, so found, be left revealed to the mercy of the author, as a forfeiture to the stage, and your laughter aforesaid.”

If anyone were to insist that one of Mr. Jonson’s characters is based on a real person, that anyone should know that Mr. Jonson reserves the right to make fun of that anyone in his next play.

The Scrivener continued:

“As also such as shall so desperately, or ambitiously play the fool by his place aforesaid, to challenge the author of scurrility, because the language somewhere savors of Smithfield, the booth, and the pigbroth, or of profaneness, because a madman cries, ‘God quit you, or bless you’!”

Yet another thing that Mr. Jonson was leery of was being accused of scurrility. A playwright could be fined if his play were found to be blasphemous. Mr. Jonson believed that since lower-class people and criminals were to be found at the real Bartholomew Fair, he needed to be able to use their language in his play. However, he did have his character Troubleall say, “Save you” rather than “May God save you.”

The Scrivener continued:

“In witness whereof, as you have preposterously used your seals already, which is your money, you will now add the other part of approval, your hands.”

According to the Scrivener, the playgoers had already agreed to the terms of the contract by paying the admission price, which he likened to the seal on the contract. Coming soon would be the hands, aka applause. The Scrivener likened this to handwriting — signing the contract. So the playgoers had used first the seal and then the signature. This is preposterous — what ought to be done last is done first, and vice versa.

The Scrivener continued:

“The play shall immediately begin. And though the fair is not kept in the same region that some here, perhaps, would have it; yet think that therein the author hath observed a special decorum, the place being as dirty as Smithfield, and every whit as stinking.”

Smithfield, the site of Bartholomew Fair, could get muddy, overcrowded, and stinky because of the fair. Hope Theatre, like the site of Bartholomew Fair, could also get stinky on account of the bears used in bear-baitings — and, no doubt, on account of at least some members of the audience.

The Scrivener continued:

“However, the author asks you to believe that his ware — this play — is still the same, else you will make him justly suspect that an audience member who is so loath to look on a baby or an hobbyhorse here would be glad to take up a commodity of them, at any laughter or loss in another place.”

In other words, the play is a good play like the author’s other good plays, despite its being presented at Hope Theatre. Anyone who objects to the play on account of the theater where it is being performed could very well go elsewhere and be swindled by paying for a lesser play.

The word “commodity” may bring to mind the commodity swindle. Someone who needed money would get a loan, but if that person were desperate or foolish, he could be induced to accept part of the loan in the form of shoddy goods of various kinds, such as dolls and hobbyhorses. These would be sold at a loss. The swindle was a way to get around laws limiting the amount of interest that could be demanded for a loan. Often, the man being swindled was a young gallant who consorted with prostitutes.

A “baby” is a child’s doll, and a “doll” is a prostitute. A “hobbyhorse” is also a child’s toy, or a prostitute. The entertainment being sought in preference to Bartholomew Fair need not be another play.
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— 1.1 —
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John Littlewit stood alone in a room in his house.

He said to himself, “This is a pretty turn of phrase, and it is well worth the finding! I have the good fortune to always spin out these fine things, and, like a silkworm, I spin them out of myself. They are original with me.”

He looked at a marriage license as he said, “Here’s Mr. Bartholomew Cokes, of Harrow o’ the Hill, in the county of Middlesex, esquire, taking out his license to marry Miss Grace Wellborn, of the said place and county.”

He then said, “And when does he take out the marriage license? Today! The four and twentieth of August! Bartholomew Day! Bartholomew upon Bartholomew! Bartholomew Cokes takes out his marriage license upon Bartholomew Day! 

“There’s the clever turn of phrase! Who other than me would have noticed such a leapfrog chance now!”

The leapfrog chance, aka occurrence, was “Bartholomew upon Bartholomew.”

He continued, “This truly had a less chance of occurring than getting snake eyes on two dice!

“Well, keep on keeping on, John Littlewit, proctor John Littlewit: You are one of the pretty wits of St. Paul’s Cathedral. You are one of the gallants who meet other gallants at St. Paul’s Cathedral. You are the Littlewit of London, so you are called, and something beside.”

Being called a Littlewit — little wit? — is not necessarily a good thing. Same with being called “something beside.” 

Referring to himself as “you,” he continued, “When a quip or a pun does escape you, and you do not see and apprehend it, and bring it before the constable of conceit (even now, I speak with verbal agility), then let them carry you out of the Archdeacon’s Court — the Court of Arches, where I work — into his kitchen, and make a Jack of you, instead of a John. There I go again!”

He was right; he was making a pun. “Jack” is a nickname for “John,” and a jack is a device for turning the spit on which meat is being roasted. A jack is also a rogue; punning is a roguish wit.

His wife, Mrs. Win Littlewit, entered the room. She was well dressed, especially for a Puritan.

He said, “Win, good morning, Win. Aye, marry, Win.”

Another pun, meaning both “I marry Win” and “Yes, indeed, Win.”

“Marry” was an oath meaning “By Saint Mary.” It was sometimes used to give emphasis to the words one spoke.

He continued, “Now you look finely indeed, Win! This hat is stunning! You would prefer not to have worn it, Win, nor to have had it made of velvet, for you would have preferred it to be made of a rough country beaver, with a copper band, like the hat worn by the woman of Budge Row who sells rabbit skins.”

His wife, Win, was a Puritan. She was wearing a small velvet hat. This hat was fashionable, but the wives of aldermen wore a larger version. Her husband was teasing her a little by saying that she would have preferred a hat made of beaver skin. Puritans preferred simplicity in dress, and beaver hats were expensive. Actually, Win would perhaps have preferred a hat less fine than the small velvet hat she was wearing. Or, possibly, she may have wanted a finer hat.

He said, “Sweet Win, let me kiss it!”

He may have been speaking baby talk to her. “Let me kiss it” could mean “Let me kiss you.” It could, however, mean that he wanted to kiss her hat.

Mr. John Littlewit continued, “And her fine high shoes, like the Spanish lady! Good Win, walk a little; I would like to see you pace, pretty Win. By this fine hat, I could never leave, aka stop, kissing on it.”

The Spanish lady was an English widow who had traveled to Spain and thereafter continued to wear Spanish clothing, even after returning to England.

“Kissing on it” may have been more baby talk. It could mean “kissing you.” It could, however, mean that he wanted to kiss her pace — one meaning of “pace” is “path,” and therefore he may have meant that he wanted to kiss the ground she walked on. And since the buttocks are used in pacing, he may have meant that he wanted to kiss her butt.

Mrs. Win Littlewit teased him, “Come off it; indeed, you are always such a fool!”

He replied, “No, I am only half a fool, Win, you are the other half: Man and wife make one fool, Win. That’s a good one!”

Yes, a man and a wife are needed to make one fool — a baby.

He continued, “Is there the proctor, or doctor indeed, in the diocese, who ever had the fortune to win him such a Win! There I go again! I feel witty turns of phrasing coming upon me, more than I am able to turn tongue to.”

He then began to criticize men whom he considered to have inferior wit: “A pox on these pretenders to wit! Your Three Cranes, Mitre, and Mermaid men!”

The Three Cranes, Mitre, and Mermaid are three inns. The Mermaid was located close to the theater district, and many actors and playwrights frequented it and engaged in battles of wit. Some of the “pretenders to wit” at the Mermaid whom Mr. John Littlewit was criticizing were Ben Jonson, William Shakespeare, Francis Beaumont (of Beaumont and Fletcher fame) and John Donne. Mr. Beaumont once wrote in a letter to Mr. Jonson, “... what things we have seen, / Done at the Mermaid! heard words that have been / So nimble, and so full of subtil flame, / As if that everyone from whence they came, / Had meant to put his whole wit in a jest, / And had resolved to live a fool the rest / Of his dull life.”

Mr. John Littlewit continued, “There is not a grain of true salt, not a grain of right mustard among them all. Their wit has no pungency. They may compete for places in anticipation of the next wit-fall, aka battle of wits, and pay two-pence in a quart more for their canary wine than other men. But give me the man who can start up a justice of wit out of six-shillings beer, and read the riot act to all the poets and poet-suckers in town.”

Beer was less expensive than wine.

A poet-sucker was a young poet. Many poets, however, were playwrights, and people paid money to attend plays, and so a poet-sucker was also a playwright who sucked money out of people’s pockets.

Thinking of the pride of the playwrights, Mr. John Littlewit said, “They are proud because they are the actors’ familiar friends! By God’s eyelid! Other men have wives as fine as the actors, and as well dressed.”

Actors frequently portrayed members of royalty, and acting companies sometimes bought used clothing from members of the upper class to use as costumes.

Mr. John Littlewit said, “Come here, Win!”

He kissed her.
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Mr. Winwife entered the room. He was courting Dame Purecraft, Mrs. Win Littlewit’s mother and Mr. John Littlewit’s mother-in-law. Dame Purecraft was a widow.

Mr. Winwife said, “Why, what are you doing now, Mr. John Littlewit! Measuring of lips, or molding of kisses? Which is it?”

Mr. John Littlewit replied, “Truly, I am a little taken with my Win’s clothing here. Doesn’t she look fine, Mr. Winwife? What do you think, sir? She would not have worn this clothing.”

As a Puritan, Mrs. Win Littlewit resisted — at least to some extent — wearing such fashionable clothing.

Mr. John Littlewit continued, “I challenge all Cheapside to show such another pretty sight as my wife in her outfit here. Can any woman in Moorfields, Pimlico-path, or the Exchange, in a summer evening, with a lace hemming on her clothing like my wife’s clothing, match the pretty sight that is my wife in her outfit?”

He then said, “Dear Win, let Mr. Winwife kiss you. He comes a wooing our mother and mother-in-law, Win, and he may become our stepfather perhaps, Win. There’s no harm in him, Win.”

Mr. Winwife said, “None in the earth, Mr. John Littlewit.”

He kissed Mrs. Win Littlewit.

Mr. John Littlewit said, “I grudge no man my delights and delicacies, sir.”

Mr. Winwife said, “Alas, you always have the garden where they grow! A wife here with a strawberry breath, cherry lips, apricot cheeks, and a soft velvet head, like a peach grafted onto a quince tree.”

Mr. John Littlewit said, “That’s a good one, in faith! Now dullness must be upon me, that I had not thought of that before him, that I should not light on it as well as he! Velvet head!”

Peach velvet is peach fuzz.

Young male deer do not have true antlers; they have velvet antlers that have not yet calcified and grown hard.

In this society, cuckolds — men with unfaithful wives — were said to have invisible horns growing on their foreheads. Mrs. Win Littlewit was faithful to her husband, and so he was not a full cuckold, but he was allowing another man to kiss his wife. This can be innocent, but this can also be dangerous.

Mr. Winwife said, “But my taste, Mr. John Littlewit, tends to fruit of a later kind: the sober matron, your wife’s mother.”

Dame Purecraft was Mrs. Win Littlewit’s mother.

Mr. John Littlewit said, “Yes, we know you are a suitor, sir. Win and I both wish you well. By this marriage license here in my hand, I swear that I wish you had won her and that your two names were as securely written on this marriage license as are the names of another couple! Win would like to have a fine young father-in-law with a feather, so that her mother might hood it and chain it with Mrs. Overdo.” 

Feathers, hoods, and chains were all status symbols. A fashionable gentleman such as Mr. Winwife would wear a hat with a large feather in it. A fashionable, well-to-do woman would wear a hood. Some careers required the wearing of a chain of office. Mrs. Overdo wore a hood and her husband possessed a chain of office. If Dame Purecraft were to marry Mr. Winwife, her social status would increase.

Mr. John Littlewit continued, “But you do not take the right course in wooing Dame Purecraft, Mr. Winwife.”

“I don’t, Mr. John Littlewit? What am I doing wrong?”

“You are not mad enough.”

“Mad” can mean insane, but it can also mean “madcap.” It can also mean a zealot, such as a Puritan.

“What!” Mr. Winwife said. “Is being mad the right way to woo her?”

Mr. John Littlewit said, “I say nothing, but I wink at Win. You have a friend, a certain Mr. Quarlous, who comes here sometimes.”

“Why, he doesn’t woo her, does he?”

“Not a tokenworth that ever I saw, I assure you, but —”

A tokenworth is a very small amount. 

Mr. Winwife asked, “But what?”

“He is the more madcap of you two,” Mr. John Littlewit said.

He looked at Mr. Winwife and said, “You don’t understand me.”

Mrs. Win Littlewit said, “You have a hot coal in your mouth, now; you cannot hold back from telling.”

She was misremembering this proverb: It is as hard to keep a secret in the mouth as to hold a burning coal in the hand.

Mr. John Littlewit requested, “Let me out with it, dear Win.”

“I’ll tell him myself,” she replied.

“Do, and take all the thanks, and may it do much good to your pretty heart, Win,” he said.

Mrs. Win Littlewit said to Mr. Winwife, “Sir, my mother has had her nativity-water cast lately by the cunning-men in Cow Lane, and they have told her fortune to her, and they do assure her that she shall never have a happy hour, unless she marry within this sen’night; and when she marries, it must be to a madman, they say.”

Mrs. Win Littlewit was mixing up two kinds of casting. Astrologers would cast nativities, aka horoscopes. Doctors would cast water; that is, they would look at a patient’s urine in an attempt to determine the health of the patient. Very dark urine is a sign of bad health, as is blood in the urine. 

Some cunning-men are male witches. Cunning-men are supposed to have occult knowledge.

A sen-night is a seven-night, or week.

Mr. John Littlewit added, “Yes, but it must be a gentleman madman.”
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