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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 the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

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

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

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.”
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Dedicated to My Sister Carla
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What Must One Do to Live in Accord with the Tao?

Bai Juyi went to Zen master Daolin of the Tang Dynasty and asked what one must do in order to live in accord with the Tao. Daolin answered, “One must avoid doing evil, and one must do as much good as possible.” Bai Juyi was surprised at the simplicity of this answer and said, “Even a child knows that.” “True,” replied Daolin, “even a child of three knows this but even a man of 80 fails to live up to it.”

What is the Best Way to Seek God?

A seeker after truth once asked a wise person how to seek God. The wise person replied, “The ways to God are as many as there are created beings. But the shortest and easiest is to serve others, not to bother others, and to make others happy.”

Drop of Water

The Zen master Gisan was taking a bath. The water was too hot, so he asked a student to add some cold water to the bath. The student brought a bucket of cold water, added some cold water to the bath, and then threw the rest of the water on a rocky path. Gisan scolded the student: “Everything can be used. Why did you waste the rest of the water by pouring it on the path? There are some plants nearby which could have used the water. What right do you have to waste even a drop of water?” The student became enlightened and changed his name to Tekisui, which means “Drop of Water.”

How Sad

While walking along a river, two monks noticed a lettuce leaf floating downstream. “How sad,” said one of the monks, who knew that Zen master Gisan lived one mile upstream. “Gisan has started to waste food.” Just then, Gisan burst out of the bushes, panting and sweating, jumped into the river, and began to swim downstream after the lettuce leaf. The two monks bowed low in the direction of Zen master Gisan, and then they continued their walk.

Free Will

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

What is the Most Difficult Thing in the World, and What is the Easiest Thing in the World?

A hassid asked a rabbe what is the most difficult thing in the world, and what is the easiest thing in the world. The rebbe replied, “The easiest thing in the world is to recognize your neighbors’ faults. The most difficult thing in the world is to recognize your own faults.” By the way, evil has a very difficult time tempting human beings to commit sin. Why? Before Evil can tempt anyone to commit sin, the human beings have already committed the sin!

Performative Cruelty

In a world of acts of performative cruelty, which are often followed by prayers, acts of kindness are acts of rebellion.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

The Speakers’ Names Fitted to their Qualities
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Amelus: Trusty, young Friend to Nearchus, Prince of Argos.

Amyclas: Historical name common to the Kings of Laconia. King of Sparta.

Armostes: an Appeaser, a Counselor of State. Uncle to Ithocles and Penthea.

Bassanes: Vexation, a jealous Nobleman. Husband to Penthea. He is a wealthy older man.

Calantha: Flower of beauty, King Amyclas’ Daughter. Later engaged to Ithocles. Heiress to the throne of Sparta.

Chrystalla: Crystal, Female attendant to Calantha.

Crotolon: Noise, another Counselor of State. Father of Orgilus.

Euphrania: Joy, Female attendant to Calantha, and Daughter to Crotolon. Sister of Orgilus. Later wife to Bassanes.

Grausis: Old Beldam, Overseer/attendant of Penthea. She is an old lady. A beldam is an evil old woman.

Groneas: Tavern-haunter, a Courtier.

Hemophil: Glutton, a Courtier.

Ithocles: Honor of loveliness, a Favorite. Twin brother of Penthea. General of King Amyclas’ army. He is a young man.

Nearchus: Young Prince, Prince of Argos. Cousin and suitor to Calantha.

Orgilus: Angry, son to Crotolon. Formerly engaged to Penthea. Disguised for a while as a scholar named Aplotes (quality: simplicity).

Penthea: Complaint, Sister to Ithocles. Wife to Bassanes. Formerly engaged to Orgilus. She is a young woman.

Philema: A Kiss, Female attendant to Calantha.

Phulas: Watchful, Servant to Bassanes.

Prophilus: Dear, Friend to Ithocles. Later husband to Euphrania.

Tecnicus: Artist, a Philosopher. Advisor to Orgilus. He can interpret the Delphic Oracle.

Lords, Courtiers, Officers, Attendants, etc.
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Other Persons 
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Thrasus: Fierceness, Father of Ithocles. (Already dead.)

Aplotes: Simplicity, Orgilus so disguised.

***
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SCENE— Sparta.

Sparta is located in Laconia, aka Lacedaemon, in Greece.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Crotolon and Orgilus talked together in a room in Crotolon’s house. Crotolon was a counselor of state, and Orgilus was his son. The two men were arguing.

“Trifle with me no longer,” Crotolon said. “I will know the reason that makes you hasten to take this journey.”

“My reason!” Orgilus said. “Good sir, I can give you many reasons.”

“Give me one reason, a good one,” Crotolon said. “Such a reason I expect, and before we part I must have one.

“Athens! Please, why do you want to go to Athens? You do not intend to kick against the world and become a Cynic or Stoic philosopher.”

Cynic philosophers contemptuously rejected wealth and pleasure. Stoic philosophers accepted and endured suffering, and they had strict ethical standards.

Crotolon continued, “Nor do you intend to study logic, or become an Areopagite — a member of the Areopagus, the highest judicial court in Athens — and be a judge in cases concerning the commonwealth, for, as I take it, the budding of your chin cannot prognosticate so grave an honor. To be a member of the Areopagus, you should have a long beard.”

“All this I acknowledge,” Orgilus said. 

“You do!” Crotolon said. “Then, son, if books and love of knowledge inflame you to undertake this travel, here in Sparta you may as freely study.”

“That is not what I meant, sir,” Orgilus said. “I meant that all this that you have said is true. I do not want what you mentioned, sir. Not that, sir.”

“Not that, sir!” Crotolon said. “As your father, I command you to acquaint me with the truth.”

“Thus I obey you,” Orgilus replied. “After so many quarrels as dissension, fury, and rage had pierced in blood, and sometimes with death to such confederates as sided with now-dead Thrasus — the father of Ithocles — and to those who sided with yourself, my lord, our present Spartan king, Amyclas, reconciled your eager, bitter swords and sealed a gentle peace.

“You and Thrasus professed yourselves to be friends, and to confirm this friendship, a resolution for a lasting league between your families was entertained by joining in a Hymeneal — marriage — bond me and the fair Penthea, the only daughter of Thrasus.”

“What about this?” Crotolon asked.

“It is important by much, much, dear sir,” Orgilus said. “A freedom of converse, an interchange of holy and chaste love, so fixed our souls in a firm growth of union, that no time can eat into the pledge. We would have enjoyed the sweet things our vows expected, had not cruelty — the result of Thrasus’ untimely death — prevented all those celebrations we prepared for.”

“That is definitely true,” Crotolon said.

“From this time sprouted up that poisonous stalk of poisonous aconite, whose ripened fruit has ravished and taken away all health, all comfort of a happy life,” Orgilus said, “because Ithocles, Penthea’s brother, proud of youth, and prouder in his power, nourished secretly the memory of former unhappiness, and desired to glory in revenge. Partly by cunning, and partly by threats, he suddenly persuaded and forced his virtuous sister to agree to a marriage with Bassanes, a nobleman, who is in honor and riches, I confess, beyond my fortunes. He ranks higher and is much richer than I.”

“None of this is a sound reason to importune my leave for your departure to Athens,” Crotolon said.

“Now the sound reason follows,” Orgilus replied. “Beauteous Penthea, wedded to this torture by an insulting, arrogant brother, being secretly compelled to yield her virgin freedom up to a man who never can usurp her heart, a heart that was previously contracted to be mine, is now so yoked to a man of the most barbarous thralldom, misery, affliction, that he does not enjoy humanity whose sorrow melts into pity in hearing just her name. He feels sorrow for himself, but he does not like anyone who feels pity for her.”

“Explain, please,” Crotolon requested.

Orgilus replied, “Bassanes, the man who calls Penthea his wife, considers truly what a heaven of perfections he is lord and husband of when he is thinking that beautiful Penthea is his.

“This thought begets a kind of monster-love that is the nurse to a fear so strong and servile that his jealousy brands all admirers of his wife. All eyes that gaze upon that shrine of beauty — Penthea — he has decided are doing homage to the miracle that is she.

“Someone, he is positive, may now or later, if opportunity only presents itself, prevail over her. Out of a self-unworthiness of her, his fears carry him away entirely. It is not that he finds a reason for his jealousy in her behavior, for she is obedient to him, but he finds the reason for his jealousy in his own distrust.”

“You spin out your discourse,” Crotolon said. “You are taking a long time to say what you have to say. You have not yet given a sound reason for your wanting to go to Athens.”

“My griefs are violent,” Orgilus said, “for knowing how the maiden Penthea was previously courted by me, Bassanes’ jealousies grow wild with fear that I should steal again into her favors, and undermine her virtues — which the gods know that I neither dare nor dream of. 

“Hence, from hence I want to undertake a voluntary exile.

“My first reason is that by my absence I will take away the worries of jealous Bassanes.

“Second, and chiefly, sir, I want to free Penthea from a hell on earth. If I am gone, Bassanes will be less jealous and will treat her better.

“Lastly, I want to lose the memory of something her presence makes live in me afresh. When I see her, I think of what might have been but will never be.”

“Enough, my Orgilus, enough,” Crotolon said. “Go to Athens. I give you my full consent. 

“It’s a pity about that good lady — Penthea!

“Shall we hear from you often?”

“Yes,” Orgilus said. “Often.”

“Look,” Crotolon said. “Your sister is coming to give you a farewell.”

Euphrania walked over to Orgilus and said, “Brother!”

“Euphrania,” Orgilus said, “thus upon your cheeks I print a brother’s kiss; I am more concerned about your honor, your health, and your well-doing, than my life. Before we part, in the presence of our father, I must make a request to you.”

“My brother, you may call it a command instead of a request,” Euphrania replied.

Orgilus said, “What I want is that you will promise to never give to any man, however worthy, your faith and loyalty, until, with our father’s permission, I give you my free consent.”

“That’s an easy request to grant!” Crotolon said. “I’ll promise for her, Orgilus.”

“I beg your pardon,” Orgilus said, “but it is Euphrania’s oath that will give me satisfaction.”

“By Vesta’s sacred fires I swear,” Euphrania swore.

Vesta was the goddess of the hearth; virgins — the Vestal virgins — served her.

“And I,” Crotolon swore, “by the sunbeams of the great sun-god Apollo, join in the vow. Orgilus, I swear not to bestow her on any living man without your permission.”

“Dear Euphrania,” Orgilus said, “don’t mistake what I am asking. It is far, far from my thoughts, far from any wish of mine, to hinder the promotion of you to an honorable bed or a fitting fortune. You are young and beautiful, and it would be an injustice — more, it would be a tyranny — not to promote your merit. 

“Trust me, sister, it shall be my first care to see you matched and married as may become your choice and our happiness.

“Do I have your oath?”

“You have,” Euphrania said. “But do you mean, brother, to leave us, as you have said?”

“Yes, yes, Euphrania,” Crotolon said. “He has just grounds for his decision to go to Athens. I will prove to be a father and a brother to you.”

“Heaven looks into the secrets of all hearts,” Euphrania said. “Gods, you have mercy with you, else —”

“Don’t be afraid,” Crotolon interrupted. “Your brother will return safely to us.”

“Souls sunk in sorrows never are without them,” Orgilus said. “They may go to a new environment with different air, but they carry their griefs with them.”
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In a room in his palace, Amyclas the Spartan King, Armostes, and Prophilus were meeting. Courtiers and attendants were present. Armostes was a councilor of state, and he was the uncle of Ithocles. Prophilus was a friend to Ithocles, the twin brother of Penthea, with whom Orgilus was in love.

“The Spartan gods are gracious,” King Amyclas said. “Our humility shall bend before their altars and perfume their temples with abundant sacrifice.

“See, lords, Amyclas, your old king, is entering into his youth again! I shall shake off this silver badge of age, and exchange this snow for hairs as gay as are Apollo’s long, golden locks.”

Using the royal plural, King Amyclas added, “Our heart leaps in new vigor.”

“May old time run backward to double your long life, great sir!” Armostes said.

“It will, it must, Armostes,” King Amyclas said. 

King Amyclas then explained the reason for his happiness and youthful vigor: “Your bold nephew, death-defying Ithocles, brings to our gates triumphs and peace upon his conquering sword. Laconia is a monarchy at length.”

He meant that now Laconia, aka Lacedaemon, was a unified monarchy. The Spartans had defeated their neighboring enemies, the Messenians, and so Messenia, whose capital was Messene, was now a Spartan province. The Spartans had fought more than one war with Messenia.

King Amyclas continued, “Ithocles has in this latter war trod under foot Messene’s pride; Messene bows her neck to Lacedaemon’s royalty. 

“Oh, it was a glorious victory, and it deserves more than a chronicle of history — it deserves a temple, lords, a temple to the name of Ithocles.”

He then asked Ithocles’ friend, “Where did you leave Ithocles, Prophilus?”

“At Pephon, most gracious sovereign,” Prophilus said.

Pephon was a town on the border of Sparta and Messenia.

Prophilus continued, “Twenty of the noblest of the Messenians there wait at your pleasure for such conditions as you shall propose in settling peace, and liberty of life.”

King Amyclas asked, “When will your friend, the general, come?”

Prophilus replied, “He promised to follow with all convenient speed.”

Calantha, Euphrania, Chrystalla, and Philema, all females, arrived. Crotolon, the father of Orgilus, accompanied them. Chrystalla and Philema were carrying a wreath.

Calantha was the daughter of King Amyclas. Chrystalla and Philema were Calantha’s female attendants. Euphrania was Orgilus’ sister and Crotolon’s daughter.

“Our daughter!” King Amyclas said. “Dear Calantha, has the happy news about the conquest of Messene already enriched your knowledge?”

“Yes,” Calantha replied. “Prophilus himself has faithfully related the circumstances and manner of the fight.”

She then asked Prophilus, “But, please, sir, tell me how does the youthful general Ithocles conduct his actions in these fortunes? How is he behaving?”

Many young men could become bigheaded with such early success.

“Excellent princess,” Prophilus replied, “your own beautiful eyes may soon report a truth to your judgment, a truth about with what moderation, calmness of nature, measure, bounds, and limits of thankfulness and joy, he digests such amplitude of his success as would in others, who are molded with a spirit less clear, advance them to compare themselves with heaven. But Ithocles —”

“— your friend,” Calantha said. 

Prophilus’ praise of Ithocles was very high, and Calantha knew that Prophilus’ friendship with Ithocles might account for some of that praise.

Prophilus replied, “He is my friend, indeed, madam, and in that friendship the high point of my fate consists. Ithocles, in this firmament of honor, stands like a fixed star, not moved with any thunder of popular applause or sudden lightning of self-opinion; he has served his country, and thinks it was only his duty to do so.”

This society believed that the planets and stars were embedded in spheres around the sun. The fixed stars did not change position in relation to each other; in contrast, the planets wandered in the sky.

“You describe a miracle of man,” Crotolon said.

“Such, Crotolon,” King Amyclas said, “I say on a king’s word, you will find him. If Ithocles is not as he has been described, I have perjured myself.”

Trumpets sounded.

“Listen, this is the announcement of Ithocles’ arrival!” King Amyclas said. “All wait on him.”

Ithocles and the courtiers Hemophil and Groneas arrived. The rest of the lords escorted Ithocles over to King Amyclas.

“Return into these arms, your home, your sanctuary,” King Amyclas said, “you delight of Sparta, treasure of my bosom — my own, own Ithocles!”

“I am your humblest subject,” Ithocles replied.

His uncle, Armostes, said, “Proud of the blood I claim an interest in, as brother to your mother, I embrace you, very noble nephew.”

Ithocles said, “Sir, your love’s too partial and biased.”

Crotolon said, “Our country speaks through me, who on account of your valor, wisdom, and service shares in this great action giving to you, in part payment of your due merits, a general welcome.”

“You exceed in giving me bounty,” Ithocles said.

Calantha said, “Chrystalla, Philema, give me the wreath.”

She took the wreath from them and said, “Ithocles, upon the wings of Fame the singular and chosen fortune of a high attempt is borne so past the view of common sight, that I myself with my own hands have wrought, to crown your temples, this provincial wreath.”
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