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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 get an eBook copy of this book and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to get an eBook copy of this book and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to get an eBook copy of this book and give copies 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 Rosa
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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.

“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.”
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Phao, a young ferryman. 

Sappho, princess of Syracuse. 

LADIES OF SAPPHO’S COURT: 

Mileta. 

Lamia. 

Ismena.

Canope. 

Eugenua. 

Favilla. 

OTHER MORTAL CHARACTERS: 

Trachinus, a courtier. 

Criticus, page to Trachinus. A page is a boy-servant.

Pandion, a scholar.

Molus, page to Pandion. 

Sybilla, an aged soothsayer. 

GODS AND GODDESSES:

Venus, goddess of love and beauty and sexual passion. 

Cupid, her son, god of love. He is young enough to be able to sit on a woman’s lap.

Vulcan, her husband, the blacksmith god. 

Calypho, one of the Cyclops. 

SCENE: Syracuse, Sicily

NOTES:

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.

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

The word “fair” can mean attractive, beautiful, handsome, good-looking.

ROMAN NAME (GREEK NAME)

Bacchus (Dionysus): god of wine and ecstasy

Ceres (Demeter): goddess of grain and agriculture

Cupid (Eros): god of love; also, son of Venus

Diana (Artemis): goddess of the hunt

Juno (Hera): wife of Jupiter, king of the gods, and so she is queen of the gods

Jupiter, aka Jove (Zeus): king of the gods

Mercury (Hermes): a messenger-god

Neptune (Poseidon): god of the sea

Proserpine (Persephone): wife of Pluto, god of the Land of the Dead; also, daughter of Ceres

Pluto (Hades): god of the Land of the Dead

Ulysses (Odysseus): hero of Homer’s epic poem Odyssey

Venus (Aphrodite): goddess of sexual desire

Vesta (Hestia): goddess of the hearth

Vulcan (Hephaestus): the blacksmith god

EDITIONS

Peter Lukacs has excellently edited and annotated this play. It can be downloaded free here:

http://elizabethandrama.org/the-playwrights/john-lyly/sapho-and-phao-by-john-lyly/ 

***
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David Bevington has also excellently edited and annotated this play:

Lyly, John. Campaspe. Sappho and Phao. The Revels Plays. Campaspe edited by G.K. Hunter. Sappho and Phao edited by David Bevington. Manchester, England and New York: Manchester University Press. 1991.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Near his ferry that took passengers to Syracuse, Sicily, Phao said to himself:

“Thou are a ferryman, Phao, yet thou are a free man. Your riches are contentment, and your honors are a quiet mind. Thy thoughts are no higher than thy fortunes and luck, nor are thy desires greater than thy calling.”

Phao was a ferryman, and he had no desire to be anything other than a ferryman.

Phao continued:

“He who climbs stands on glass and falls on thorn.”

Glass is easily broken.

Phao continued:

“Thy heart’s thirst is satisfied with thy hand’s thrift, and thy gentle labors in the day turn to sweet slumbers in the night.”

“Thy hand’s thrift” means “thy hand’s industry.” Phao’s income from his work was enough to supply him with what he wanted.

Phao continued:

“As much does it delight thee to rule thine oar in a calm stream as it does Sappho to sway the scepter in her splendid court and rule this city. 

“Envy never casts her eye low, ambition points always upward, and revenge barks only at stars. 

“Thou fare delicately, if thou have a fare to buy anything. Thine fishing pole is ready when thine oar is idle, and as sweet is the fish that thou catch in the river as the fowl that others buy in the market.”

Phao had enough food. He ate well when he had a paying passenger, and if he didn’t have a paying passenger, he ate the fish he caught from the river.

Phao continued:

“Thou need not fear poison in thy glass, nor treason in thy guard.”

Many Roman emperors died of other than natural causes. The same is true of many medieval and Renaissance kings.

Phao continued:

“The wind is thy greatest enemy, whose might is withstood with policy: skillful navigation. Oh, sweet life, seldom found under a golden roof, but often found under a thatched cottage.”

He saw someone coming and said:

“But here comes someone. I will go aside and listen; it may be a passenger.”

Phao retired. 

Venus and Cupid appeared on the scene. Venus is the goddess of sexual passion, and Cupid — her son — is the god of love. Cupid was carrying a bow and arrows.

They were traveling in the human realm and were not instantly recognizable as goddess and god.

Venus complained about her husband and her life. Her husband, Vulcan, was the blacksmith to the gods. His legs were crooked, but his arms and shoulders were strong.

Venus said:

“It is no less unseemly than unwholesome for Venus, who is most honored in princes’ courts, to live with Vulcan in a blacksmith’s forge, where bellows blow instead of lovers’ sighs, dark smokes rise instead of sweet perfumes, and instead of the panting of loving hearts, is heard only the beating of steeled hammers. 

“Unhappy is Venus. While carrying the fire of passion in thine own breast, thou must dwell with fire in his forge. 

“What does Vulcan do all day but endeavor to be as crabbed in manners as he is crooked in body, driving nails when he should give kisses, and hammering hard armors when he should sing sweet amours — sweet love songs? 

“It came by lot, not love, that I was linked with him.”

According to Venus, the gods cast lots to determine whom she would marry.

A different account is that when Vulcan was born with crooked legs, his mother, Juno, queen of the gods, threw him down from Mount Olympus. He fell for a day, and then two sea nymphs, Thetis (mother of Achilles) and Eurynome, took care of him. Vulcan created a golden throne for Juno, and when she sat in it, shackles appeared and bound her to the throne. The only way that Jupiter, king of the gods and husband to Juno, could convince Vulcan to release Juno was to give him a wife: Venus.

Venus continued:

“He gives thee bolts, Cupid, instead of arrows, fearing perhaps (jealous fool that he is) that if he should give thee an arrowhead, he should make himself a broad head.”

Bolts are short, blunt arrows.

Cupid shoots arrows into people’s hearts. When one of his gold arrows hits a person’s heart, that person falls in love.

Short, blunt arrows cannot pierce the heart.

A broad head is a head that has horns: the sign of a cuckold — a man with an unfaithful wife. Venus was joking that Vulcan was afraid to give Cupid real arrows because Cupid might shoot Venus in the heart with an arrow and make her fall in love with someone who would help her make Vulcan a cuckold.

Venus continued:

“But come, we will go to Syracuse, where thy deity shall be shown by your use of your arrows, and where my disdain for a woman who has never fallen in love shall be shown. I will yoke the neck that has yet never bowed, at which, if Jove repine and complain, Jove shall repent. Sappho shall know, no matter how beautiful Sappho is, that there is a Venus who can conquer, no matter how fortunate Sappho is.”

Both Venus and Cupid wanted human beings to fall in love. That included beautiful, fortunate women such as Sappho, ruler of Syracuse, who had never fallen in love.

Cupid said, “If Jove spies Sappho, he will devise some new shape to entertain her.”

Jove, aka Jupiter, like other gods, often had affairs with mortal women and with goddesses. The gods were shape-shifters, and because Jupiter had a jealous wife, he would sometimes change his shape in an attempt to hide an affair from her.

For example, Jove came to Leda while he was in the form of a swan. She gave birth to Helen of Troy.

For example, Jove came to Europa while he was in the form of a bull. She climbed on his back, and he carried her to the Island of Crete. She gave birth to King Minos of Crete. Europe was named after her.

For example, Jove came to Danae while he was in the form of a shower of gold. She gave birth to the hero Perseus.

“Strike thou Sappho, with an arrow,” Venus said. “Let Jove devise what shape he can.” 

Cupid replied, “Mother, they say she keeps her thoughts on a lease to control them, that she conquers affections, and sends love up and down upon errands; I am afraid she will yerk — hit — me if I hit her with an arrow.” 

“Peevish boy, can mortal creatures resist that which the immortal gods cannot redress and remedy?” Venus asked.

The immortal gods cannot resist the effects of Cupid’s arrows, and so mortal humans cannot resist the effects of his arrows.

“The gods are amorous, and therefore they are willing to be pierced,” Cupid said. 

Yes, pierced with an arrow, and in the case of the goddesses such as Venus, pierced sexually.

“And she is amiable, lovable, and worthy to be loved, and therefore she must be pierced,” Venus said. 

“I dare not shoot an arrow at her,” Cupid said. 

“Draw thine arrow to the head, else I will make thee repent it at the heart,” Venus said. “Come along, and behold the ferry-boy who is ready to conduct us.”

Phao stepped forward.

Venus asked, “Pretty youth, do you keep the ferry that bends its way to Syracuse?”

“This is the ferry, fair lady, that bends its way to Syracuse,” Phao said.

“I fear, if the water should begin to swell and become rough, thou will lack the cunning needed to guide the ferry,” Venus said. 

After all, Phao was young.

“These waters are commonly as the passengers are,” Phao said, “and therefore since I will be carrying one as fair in appearance as you, there is no cause to fear a rough sea.”
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