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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other
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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 buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to buy one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to buy one copy of this eBook 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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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.”

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.”

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.”

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.

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.

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!
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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LADY LOADSTONE the magnetic lady; a loadstone is a magnet (something that attracts)

MISTRESS POLISH her gossip (friend and companion) and she-parasite

PLACENTIA STEEL her niece; the Latin word placere means “to give pleasure” 

PLEASANCE her waiting-woman and daughter of Polish 

MISTRESS KEEP the niece’s nurse. She is an old woman.

MOTHER CHAIR the midwife. She is an old woman.

MASTER COMPASS a scholar mathematic

CAPTAIN IRONSIDE a soldier

PARSON PALATE prelate of the parish

DOCTOR RUT physician to the house

TIM ITEM his apothecary

SIR DIAPHANOUS SILKWORM a courtier, a viscount

MASTER PRACTICE a lawyer. “Practice” can mean a trick or scheme. 

SIR MOTH INTEREST a usurer, aka money-bawd, and brother to Lady Loadstone 

MASTER BIAS a vi-politic [vice-politician, aka assistant to an official], or sub-secretary. He engages in political manipulation on behalf of another person. He is an assistant to a politician. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, one meaning of politician is “A schemer or plotter; a shrewd, sagacious, or crafty person.”

MASTER NEEDLE the lady’s steward and tailor

A FOOTBOY a boy-servant

A VARLET an official with the power to make arrests

CHORUS by way of Induction


MASTER PROBEE the Latin word probare means “to approve”; the name suggests “probity” (honesty and decentness)

MASTER DAMPLAY an audience member who can damn a play without having understood it

Note: Master Probee is an example of a member of the intelligent audience whom Ben Jonson hopes will see and enjoy his play. Master Damplay is an example of a member of the unintelligent audience whom Ben Jonson dislikes.



JOHN TRYGUST boy of the house; he is a book-holder or prompter who helps actors when they forget their lines. “Trygust” means “Test Taste.” Plays tend to test the taste of audience members. Will they recognize a good play when they see it?

THE SCENE: LONDON

NOTES:

A compass is a device that uses magnetism to find the direction north.

A compass is also a device used to draw circles.

This society believed that the mixture of four humors in the body determined one’s temperament. One humor could be predominant. The four humors are blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. If blood is predominant, then the person is sanguine (active, optimistic). If yellow bile is predominant, then the person is choleric (angry, bad-tempered). If black bile is predominant, then the person is melancholic (sad). If phlegm is predominant, then the person is phlegmatic (calm, apathetic, indolent).

Humors are dominant personality characteristics. For example, a person could be optimistic, or angry, or melancholic, or calm, or something else.

A humor can also be a fancy or a whim.

The word “humor” was an in-vogue word in Ben Jonson’s day. 

In Ben Jonson’s 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” in Ben Jonson’s time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.

A “gossip” is a friend or companion or neighbor.
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THE INDUCTION, OR CHORUS
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Two gentlemen, Master Probee and Master Damplay, walked onto the stage.

A boy named John Trygust, who worked at the theater, met them.

“What do you lack, gentlemen?” he asked them. “What is it you need?”

This was the cry of shopkeepers as they tried to sell things to passersby.

John Trygust continued, “Any fine fancies, figures of speech, humors, characters, ideas, descriptions of lords and ladies?”

Humors are dominant personality characteristics. For example, a person could be optimistic, or angry, or melancholic, or calm, or something else.

John Trygust continued, “Waiting-women, parasites, knights, captains, courtiers, lawyers? What do you lack?”

Parasites are people who live on the wealth of other people. 

Plays can supply all of the characters whom John Trygust was offering to the two gentlemen.

“He is a pretty prompt boy for the poetic shop,” Probee said about the boy.

The boy was the prompter for actors who forgot their lines, and he was a prompter trying to get more audience members to see the play.

Damplay said, “And he is a bold boy!”

He then asked, “Where’s one of your masters, sirrah? Where is the poet?”

Ben Jonson regarded playwrights as poets. In Elizabethan and Jacobean and Carolinian England, many plays included much poetry in the dialogue.

“Which of them?” John Trygust asked. “Sir, we have several poets who drive that trade now: poets, poetaccios, poetasters, poetitos —”

“Poetaccios, poetasters, poetitos” all are words used for poor, paltry poets.

“And all haberdashers of small wit, I presume,” Damplay said. 

Haberdashers dealt with small items that were used in sewing.

Damplay was critical of poets and of plays.

He then said, “We would speak with the poet of the day, boy.”

The poet of the day was the playwright whose play would be performed that day. That playwright was Ben Jonson, author of The Magnetic Lady.

“Sir, he is not here,” John Trygust said. “But I have the dominion and management of the shop for this time under him, and I can show you all the variety the stage will afford for the present.

“Therein you will express your own good qualities, boy,” Probee said.

“And tie us two and make us indebted to you for the gentle office,” Damplay said.

“We are a pair of public persons, this gentleman and myself, who are sent thus coupled to you upon state business,” Probee said.

“Public persons” concern themselves with promoting the well-being of the public. The public is better off if good plays rather than bad plays are performed.

“It concerns only the state of the stage, I hope!” John Trygust said.

In this society, some playwrights were accused of putting political sedition in their plays. If found guilty, such playwrights could be severely punished.

“Oh, you shall know that by degrees, boy,” Damplay said. 

“No man leaps into a business of state without fording — crossing over — first the state of the business.”

“Business” can mean 1) commerce, and 2) political affairs.

In other words: No man leaps into a commerce of state without fording — crossing over — first the state of the political affairs.

Also in other words: Playwrights need to be concerned about making a profit. To do that, they need to avoid having their play suppressed because of suspected seditious political content.

“We are sent to you, indeed, from the people,” Probee said.

“The people!” John Trygust said. “Which side of the people?”

Liberals or conservatives? House of Peers or House of Commons? Government or the Loyal Opposition? Wealthy or impoverished?

When it comes to politics, much is uncertain, and a playwright may err and be accused of sedition.

“The venison side, if you know it, boy,” Damplay said.

Venison comes from a deer, aka hart. The heart beats more strongly on the left side of the body.

“That’s the left side,” John Trygust said. “I had rather they had been the right.”

The left side is the sinister side. Sinister is Latin for “left.”

“So they are,” Probee said. “Not the faeces [sediment] or grounds of your people, who sit in the oblique caves and wedges of your house, your sinful six-penny mechanics —”

Mechanics are manual laborers. They purchased less expensive tickets than nobles.

“Caves” comes from the Latin caveae, meaning “seats.” The word “wedges” comes from the definition of the Latin cunei, meaning “wedge-shaped seat divisions.”

“But the better and braver — more splendidly dressed — sort of your people!” Damplay said. “Plush-and-velvet outsides that stick to your house round like so many eminences —”

These expensively dressed playgoers decorated the theater like so many supporting columns as they sat in galleries around the theater. They paid more money for tickets and so supported the theater. 

“Of clothes, not understandings?” John Trygust said. “They are at pawn.”

A pawn is used as collateral for debt, but in this society, a pawn is also a peacock, whose brilliant feathers are like the expensive clothing of some playgoers.

He continued, “Well, I take these as a part of your people, though.”

These expensively dressed playgoers are like Damplay: more splendid in clothing than intelligence.

John Trygust then asked, “What do you bring to me from these people?”

“You have heard, boy, the ancient poets had it in their purpose always to please this people?” Damplay asked.

Probee began, “Aye, their chief aim was —”

Damplay interrupted, “— populo ut placerent (if he understands so much).”

He was not certain that John Trygust understood Latin.

John Trygust did understand Latin and he finished the quotation: “— quas fecissent fabulas.”

Populo ut placerent quas fecissent fabulas is Latin for “Whatever plays they make should please the people” (Terence, Andria, Prologue, 3).

He continued, “I understand that since I learned Terence in the third form at Westminster. Go on, sir.”

“Third form” is a junior grade at school.

Probee said, “Now, these people have employed us to you in all their names to ask for an excellent play from you.”

“For they have had very mean — inferior — plays from this shop of late, the stage, as you call it,” Damplay said.

John Trygust said, “Truly, gentlemen, I have no wares that I dare thrust upon the people with praise. But this, such as it is, I will venture with — risk to have appear before — your people, your gay gallant people, so long as you again will undertake for them that they shall know a good play when they hear it and will have the conscience and ingenuity and nobility of mind and high-mindedness besides to confess it.”

The boy wanted Probee and Damplay to guarantee the audience’s fairness. He wanted the two men to guarantee that the audience would recognize a good play when they saw it and that they would be fair-minded enough to confess that it was a good play.

Probee replied, “We’ll pass our words for that. We’ll vouch for it. You shall have a brace — a pair — of us to engage ourselves.”

“You’ll tender your names, gentlemen, to our book then?” John Trygust said.

This was metaphorically a book in a shop. A person would make a purchase on credit, and the person’s name would be written in an account book. Probee and Damplay would stay and see the play: That was their purchase. They would also give their words to fairly evaluate the play.

“Yes, here’s Master Probee, a man of most powerful speech and parts to persuade,” Damplay said.

“And Master Damplay, who will make good all he undertakes,” Probee said.

John Trygust said:

“Good Master Probee and Master Damplay! I like your securities: I trust your assurances.

“Whence do you write yourselves? Where do you come from?”

Probee said, “We are of London; we are gentlemen, but knights’ brothers and knights’ friends, I assure you.”

They were younger brothers. In the tradition of primogeniture, the oldest son would inherit the bulk of the father’s estate.

Damplay added, “And we are knights’ fellows, too. Every poet writes ‘squire’ now.”

England was and is a class-conscious society. An esquire is a gentleman, and sometimes poets’ publishers would add “esquire” to the name of the authors they published, whether or not the author actually had the right to use that title.

Historically, a squire or esquire was a knight’s attendant, one who hoped to himself become a knight.

“You are good names!” John Trygust said. “Very good men, both of you! I accept you.”

Damplay asked, “And what is the title of your play here? The Magnetic Lady?”

“Yes, sir, an attractive title that the author has given it,” John Trygust said.

“Attractive” means 1) pleasing, and 2) having magnetic force.

Probee said, “A magnete, I warrant you.”

He was confirming that the title was attractive, as a magnet is attractive. Such a title would attract an audience.

Damplay said, “Oh, no, from magnus, magna, magnum!”

Damplay’s Latin was faulty. Magnus, magna, magnum is a first and second declension adjective meaning “big” or “great.” Probee, however, was not using that adjective. A magnete means “from a magnet.” Magnes is the Latin word for “magnetic” or “magnet.” It is mixed (third) declension.

John Trygust pointed to Probee, whose Latin was correct, and said, “This gentleman has found the true magnitude —”

Damplay interrupted, “— of his portal or entry to the work, according to Vitruvius.”

Vitruvius was a Roman architect. A portal could be an elaborate entrance to a theater. 

John Trygust said:

“Sir, all our work is done without a portal — or Vitruvius. “In foro, as a true comedy should be.”

This comedic play did not have an elaborate set. In foro is Latin for “in an open court or space.” Classical comedies also did not have elaborate sets and were in foro.

He continued:

“And what is concealed within is brought out and made present by report.”

In classical plays, important events that happened offstage would be reported by a messenger or other person. In The Magnetic Lady, a dinner party occurs offstage and some of the characters on stage report on the events that happen during it.

“We see that is not always observed by your authors of these times, or scarcely any other,” Damplay said.

Modern authors often did not follow the traditions observed by classical playwrights.

Such traditions included the three unities: unity of action, unity of time, and unity of place. Ben Jonson sometimes followed these unities:

The play had one main plot, with no subplots.

The play took place within one day.

The play took place in one main location.

John Trygust said, “Where it is not at all known, how should it be observed? The most of those your people call authors never dreamed of any decorum or what was proper in the scene, but grope at it in the dark and feel or fumble for it. I speak it both with their leave and the leave of your people.”

“Leave” means “permission.”

Yes, many playwrights of Ben Jonson’s time didn’t know much about stage theory.

Damplay asked, “But why is the play subtitled Humors Reconciled, I would like to know?”

By the end of this play, after some major revelations, all the characters will be reconciled to truth. The Magnetic Lady is a comedy and has a happy ending.

“I can satisfy you there, too — if you will,” John Trygust said. “But perhaps you desire not to be satisfied.”

“No?” Damplay asked. “Why should you conceive that to be so, boy?”

John Trygust said:

“My conceit — my understanding — is not ripe yet; I’ll tell you that soon.” 

He was not sure how much to tell Damplay about the play. Often, it is better to simply watch a play without knowing much before seeing it. It is true, however, that a little knowledge can whet the appetite for seeing a play.

John Trygust continued:

“The author, Ben Jonson, beginning his studies of this kind with Every Man In His Humor and afterward, Every Man Out of His Humor, and since, continuing in all his plays (especially those of the comic thread whereof The New Inn was the most recent) some recent humors still, or manners of men, which went along with the times, finding himself now near the close or shutting up of his circle, has fancied to himself in idea and his imagination this magnetic mistress.”

Ben Jonson’s emblem (heraldic device) had the motto Deest quod duceret orbem: That which should complete the circle is lacking.

Ben Jonson, however, saw The Magnetic Lady as his last comedy of manners, one that would close the circle of his plays about humors. One more play by Jonson appeared on stage after The Magnetic Lady — A Tale of a Tub — but that play may be a revision of a play he wrote at or near the beginning of his career.

John Trygust continued:

“A lady, a brave, bountiful housekeeper [keeper of a house, not a housecleaner] and a virtuous widow, who, having a young niece ripe for a man and marriageable, Ben Jonson makes that his center attractive to draw thither a diversity of guests, all persons of different humors to make up his perimeter and circumference. And this he has called Humors Reconciled.”

The center of Ben Jonson’s comedy is the magnetic lady, who is virtuous and attractive and attracts people to her house.

The subtitle of Ben Jonson’s comedy is Humors Reconciled.

“A bold undertaking!” Probee said. “And far greater than the reconciliation and harmony of both churches — Protestant and Catholic — the quarrel between humors having been much the ancienter and, in my poor opinion, the root of all schism and faction, both in church and commonwealth.”

John Trygust said:

“Such is the opinion of many wise men who meet at this shop still, but how Ben Jonson will succeed in this play we cannot tell, and he himself (it seems) less cares. 

“For he will not be entreated by us to give it a prologue. He has lost too much time that way — writing prologues — already, he says. He will not woo the gentle, well-born ignorance so much. 

“But not worrying or caring about all vulgar — common and ordinary — censure, as not depending on common approbation, he is confident it shall super-please judicious spectators, and to them he leaves it to work with the rest by example or otherwise.”

Ben Jonson was confident that his play would greatly appeal to judicious spectators, and he hoped that judicious spectators would be good examples for less judicious spectators to follow.

“He may be deceived in that, boy,” Damplay said. “Few follow examples now, especially if the examples are good.”

John Trygust said:

“The play is ready to begin, gentlemen, I tell you, lest you might defraud the expectation of the people for whom you are delegates! 

“Please take a couple of seats and plant yourselves here as near my standing — where I stand — as you can. 

“May everything you see fly to the mark.”

In other words: May every satiric arrow hit its target.

John Trygust continued:

“Judge it to be good or bad freely — as long as you don’t interrupt the series of dialogue or thread of the plot, to break or pucker and disrupt it with unnecessary questions.

“For I must tell you (not out of my own dictamen and command, but the author’s), a good play is like a skein of silk that, if you take it up by the right end, you may wind off at pleasure on the bottom or card of your discourse in a tale or so, how you will.”

A bottom is a core that thread is wound around.

A card is a comb with iron teeth used to comb fibers.

John Trygust continued:

“But if you light on the wrong end, you will metaphorically pull all into a knot or elf-lock (tangled hair), which nothing but the shears or a candle will undo or separate.”

The knots and tangles must be cut out or burned off.

“Wait!” Damplay said. “Who are these people, I ask you?”

He had seen some actors just offstage. The play was about to start.

John Trygust said, “Because it is your first question, and these are the prime — first and best — persons in the play, it would in civility require an answer. But I have heard the poet affirm that the most unlucky scene in a play is that which needs an interpreter, especially when the auditory are awake, and such are you, he presumes.”

Do good plays require interpreters? Ancient plays often had a chorus that commented on the action of the play.

Probee and Damplay are the interpreters of this play; they form a chorus that will comment on the action of this play.

John Trygust concluded:

“Ergo — therefore — pay attention.”

Probee and Damplay took their seats and watched the beginning of the play.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Compass and Captain Ironside met on the street in front of Lady Loadstone’s house. Compass studied mathematics and its application to other sciences, and Captain Ironside was a soldier. They were friends and worthy men. The two men were “brothers,” but not in a biological sense.

Lady Loadstone was hosting a dinner, and Compass wanted Captain Ironside to attend the dinner with him.

Compass greeted his friend:

“Welcome, good Captain Ironside, and brother, you shall go along with me. I’m lodged nearby here at a noble lady’s house on the street, the Lady Loadstone’s. She is one who will bid us welcome.

“At her house there are gentlewomen and male guests of different humors [strong personality characteristics], carriage [social behavior], constitution [disposition], and profession [belief, or occupation], too, but so diametrically opposed one to another and so much opposed that, if I can but hold them all together and draw them to a sufferance and tolerance of each other just until the dissolution — the end — of the dinner, I shall have just occasion to believe my wit is magisterial, and we ourselves shall take infinite delight in the outcome.”

A magisterial intelligence is a masterful intelligence. The magisterium is the philosopher’s stone, which was greatly desired by alchemists. It was thought to be able to turn lead into gold. A magisterial intelligence can turn pen and paper into a literary masterwork.

Compass was looking forward to the dinner. Many different personality types would attend Lady Loadstone’s dinner, and there was great potential for arguments to break out. He had a reputation for getting along with many different kinds of people, and he wanted to test his ability to keep the guests at the dinner peaceful. But if he failed and arguments broke out, then that would provide entertainment for his friend Captain Ironside and him. And if at the end all arguments were resolved, that also would be a comedy.

Captain Ironside replied, “Truly, brother Compass, you shall pardon me. I don’t love so to multiply the number of my acquaintances when doing so can ruin a meal. It will take away much from my freedom and bind me to follow the most trivial customs of etiquette.”

He preferred to eat in peace and quiet and not to engage in the customs of etiquette that required people to get along with and be polite to other people whom they disliked.

Compass said, “Why, Ironside, you know I am a scholar and am in part a soldier; I have been employed by some of the greatest statesmen of the kingdom these many years, and in my time I have conversed with people who had various kinds of humors, suiting myself so to company, with the result that honest men and knaves, goodfellows and revelers, hypocrites, all sorts of people, although never so divided and separated by differences in and among themselves, have labored to agree still in their treatment and handling of me (which has been fair, too).”

In other words: Although all of these people I have met in my life are very different from each other, they have always treated me fairly (as I have treated them). 

Captain Ironside said: 

“Sir, I confess you to be one well read — knowledgeable — in men and manners, and that usually the most ungoverned and uncontrolled persons, you being present, would rather subject themselves to your censure — your criticism and judgment — than give you the least occasion of distaste and displeasure by making you the target of their jokes.”

Captain Ironside agreed that other people, even the most ungoverned, treated Compass well because they respected him. In turn, Compass treated them well.

Captain Ironside continued:

“But — to deal plainly with you, as a brother — whenever I distrust my own valor, I’ll never rely upon another’s wit and intelligence, or attempt to rescue or save myself by relying on the opinion of your judgment, gravity, discretion, or whatever else.”

The Oxford English Dictionary has as one meaning of “valor” this: “Worth or importance due to personal qualities or to rank.”

The dinner would include people of different social ranks, but even if Captain Ironside were to be of a lower social rank than some or all of the other dinner guests and got in an argument with someone, he would not rely on Compass to smooth things over.

Captain Ironside continued:

“But, if I am absent, you’re sure to have less wit-work — that is, less need to use your ingenuity and intelligence — gentle brother, my humor being as stubborn as the rest, and as unmanageable.”

Captain Ironside was aware that if he attended the dinner, he could very well get into one or more arguments.

Compass replied, “You mistake my characterization and valuation of your friendship all this while, or at what rate I reckon your assistance, knowing by long experience, to such animals, half-hearted creatures as these are, your fox — your sword — there, unkennelled and unsheathed with a choleric, angry, ghastly aspect, or two or three comminatory — threatening — terms, would make them run in their fears to any hole of shelter, worth a day’s laughter. I am for the sport — the entertainment — and for nothing else.”

Part of the entertainment would be to see Captain Ironside, if he had need to, frighten cowards who attack him and make them run away. He would use his fox — a type of sword — to do that.

Captain Ironside objected:

“But brother, I have seen a coward, meeting with a man as valiant as our Saint George (not knowing him to be such, or having the least opinion that he was so), set upon him roundly, aye, and swinge — beat — him soundly. 

“And in the virtue and strength of that error, having once overcome, resolved forever after to err, and think no person nor no creature more valiant than himself.”

Sometimes cowards get lucky in a fight, even when they are fighting a valiant man (and especially when they don’t realize the man is valiant).

Compass said:

“I think that, too.

“But, brother, if I could over-entreat you and persuade you to do more than you want to do, I have a little plot against the other dinner guests.

“If you would be contented to endure a sliding, passing reprehension and condemnation and finding of faults at my hands, to hear yourself or your profession glanced at — criticized indirectly — in a few slighting terms, it would beget me such a main — strong — authority on the by (as a result) and do yourself no disrepute at all.”

Compass’ plot involves him criticizing Captain Ironside and his profession of soldier. This criticism, he says, would benefit him and would have no ill effect on Captain Ironside.

Captain Ironside replied:

“Compass, I know that universal causes in nature produce nothing except as meeting particular causes, to determine those and specify their acts.”

Aristotle did not accept Plato’s theory of ideal Forms. He did think that common, universal characteristics existed, but only in relation to material examples. Instead of believing in the ideal Form of Tree, Aristotle recognized that many individual trees existed and they shared common, universal characteristics that identified them as being trees.

Captain Ironside continued:

“This is a piece of Oxford science and philosophy that has stayed with me ever since I left that place, and I have often found the truth thereof in my private passions and feelings.

“For I never feel myself perturbed with any general words against my profession of soldiery, unless by some smart stroke upon myself they awake and stir me.”

In other words: General condemnations against the military profession did not bother Captain Ironside. What would make him angry was a condemnation made directly against him: an individual soldier.

Captain Ironside continued:

“In addition, to wise and well-experienced men, words carry only superficial meaning. They have no power, except with dull grammarians, whose souls are nothing but a syntaxis — arrangement — of them.”

A proverb stated, “Words are but wind.”

A physical attack on Captain Ironside, however, would be strongly resisted by him.

Seeing someone coming toward them, Compass said:

“Here comes our parson, Parson Palate here, a ‘venerable youth’! I must greet him. 

“And he’s a great clerk and cleric! He’s going to the lady’s, and, although you see him thus without his cope, I dare assure you, he’s our parish pope.”

A cope is an outer ecclesiastical garment. Parson Palate was not wearing one.

Parson Palate walked over to them.

Compass said, “May God save my reverend clergyman, Parson Palate!”
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“The witty Master Compass!” Parson Palate replied. “How is it with you? How are you?”

Compass replied, “My lady waits for you and for your counsel touching — concerning — her niece, Mistress Placentia Steel, who strikes the fire of fully fourteen years old today, ripe for a husband.”

Flint striking steel creates a spark that can light a fire. 

The fire she is experiencing is metaphorical: Placentia Steel has reached puberty and is feeling sexual fire.

In this society, fourteen was a young age for a bride.

Parson Palate said:

“Aye, she chimes, she chimes.”

The chimes, as of a bell ringing the time, announce that she’s ready and ripe enough to be married. She rings out her sexual desirability.
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