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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever

***
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

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

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to give copies of any or all of my retellings to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to give copies of 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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According to Charles Lamb, “Ford was of the first order of poets. He sought for sublimity, not by parcels in metaphors or visible images, but directly where she has her full residence in the heart of man; in the actions and sufferings of the greatest minds.”
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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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Female Characters

Queen of Aragon.

Salassa, a widow. Velasco falls in love with her.

Shaparoon, her friend. Somewhat of a bawd. Not a “countess,” but more of a “cunt-tess.” Shaparoon’s name is reminiscent of “chaperone.” Let it be known that she would make a poor chaperone. (Sadly, the first citation in the Oxford English Dictionary for “A person, esp. a married or elderly woman, who, for the sake of propriety, accompanies a young unmarried lady in public, as guide and protector” is 1720. A quarto edition of The Queen was published in 1653.)

Male Characters

Alphonso, defeated leader of the defeated rebels. Afterwards King.

Petruchi, a young lord.

Bufo, a captain. Member of the King’s party. Bufo is a comic character.

Pynto, an astrologer. Member of the King’s party.

Muretto, member of the King’s party. Muretto can be described as a flatterer-parasite or as a good man, or possibly as both. His character becomes clearer in the final scene of the final act.

Velasco, the Queen of Aragon’s general.

Lodovico, his friend. 

Collumello, counselor to the Queen of Aragon.

Almado, counselor to the Queen of Aragon.

Herophil, the Queen of Aragon’s woman-servant.

Mopas, Velasco’s man-servant. Described by others as a “wise servant” and a “fool” (Act 1, Scene 2), and as a “jester” (Act 2, Scene 1). Self-described as “Velasco’s gentleman usher” (Act 3, Scene 2).

Minor Characters

Hangman, aka executioner.

Messenger.

Groom, aka servant, especially one who takes care of horses.

Officers.

NOTES: 

The medieval Kingdom of Aragon is located in northeastern Spain.

Alphonso loves a woman not enough; Velasco loves a woman too much. Alphonso will not allow the Queen (his wife) to act like a woman, and Salassa (the woman Velasco loves) will not allow Velasco to act like a man.

In this culture, a man of higher rank would use words such as “thee,” “thy,” “thine,” and “thou” to refer to a servant. However, two close friends or a husband and wife could properly use “thee,” “thy,” “thine,” and “thou” to refer to each other.

The word “sirrah” is a term usually used to address a man of lower social rank than the speaker. This was socially acceptable, but sometimes the speaker would use the word as an insult when speaking to a man whom he did not usually call “sirrah.”

Tim Seccombe edited John Ford’s The Queen, modernized the spelling, and provided useful notes. His excellent edition is available online: 

https://extra.shu.ac.uk/emls/iemls/renplays/queencontents.htm#

Interestingly, John Ford had a Latin motto: Fide Honor. This can be translated as “Honor through Faith”). Fide Honor is an anagram of “Iohn Forde.” 

The full title of John Ford’s play is this: The Queen, Or the Excellency of Her Sex.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 — 
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A civil insurrection in the Kingdom of Aragon in northeastern Spain had just been put down. The defeated army’s general was Alphonso, and three of his followers were being pardoned: Bufo, Pynto, and Muretto. Bufo was a captain, Pynto was an astrologer, and Muretto was perhaps mostly a flatterer/parasite.

Petruchi, one of the Queen of Aragon’s lords, gave them the good news: “All of you are free, and all of you are forgiven.”

The three former rebels said, “May God bless her majesty.” 

“Henceforth, my friends,” Petruchi said, “take heed how you so hazard and risk your lives and fortunes on the peevish civil uprising of every discontent; you will not find mercy so rife at all times.”

“Gracious sir!” Muretto said, “Your counsel is more like an oracle than a man’s advice. For my part I dare speak for one — I will rather be racked asunder than ever again offend so wise a majesty.”

The rack was an instrument of torture in which the victim’s arms were pulled in one direction and their legs were pulled in the opposite direction. This caused joints to painfully separate.

“That is well,” Petruchi said. “Your lives are once more made your own. I must attend the execution of your hot-headed general: Alphonso. Each of you must shift now for yourselves.”

Petruchi exited. 

“Has he gone?” Bufo said. “Ha, ha, ha! We have the common capony of the clear Heavens once more over our heads, sirs.” 

Bufo occasionally erred when it came to language. By “capony,” he meant canopy.” The canopy of the clear Heavens is a clear sky. A capon is something quite different: a castrated cockerel, aka rooster.

“We are at liberty and are out of the hangman’s clutches,” Muretto said. “Now observe what good language and fair words will do, gentlemen.” 

“Good language!” Pynto said. 

He then said to Muretto, whose occasional use of flattering words offended him, “Oh, let me go back and be hanged rather than live within the rotten infection of thy cankered breath; the poison of a flatterer’s tongue is a thousand times more deadly than the twinges of a hangman’s rope. Thou birth of an unlucky planet, I abhor thee.”

As an astrologer, Pynto believed that planets could exert favorable or unfavorable influences on a person. He was saying that when Muretto was born, the astrological signs were unfavorable.

“Bah! Bah!” Muretto said. “How can you revile your friends like that?”

“Friends?” Pynto said. “Are you my friend?”

He then said to Bufo, who had been a captain in the rebel army, “Captain, come away from that slippery eel, captain.”

The “slippery eel” was Muretto. 

Pynto continued, “His very cradle was in dirt and mud, his milk was the oil of serpents, his mother was a mangy mermaid, and a male crocodile begat him.”

“These criticisms are not necessary, sweet signor Pynto,” Muretto said.

“‘Sweet signor’?” Pynto said. “Sweet cog-foist!”

“Cog” and “foist” both mean “cheat” as a verb and “cheater” as a noun. Some flatterers use flattery to cheat people.

Pynto continued, “Go hang thyself! Thou would jeer the very rags I wear off my back with thy fustian words of ‘sweet,’ ‘precious,’ ‘unmatchable,’ ‘rare,’ ‘wise,’ ‘judicious’ ... bah!” 

“Fustian” words are inflated and high-sounding but inappropriate. Pynto was saying that Muretto’s words were flattering and used to manipulate.

He continued, “A pox on thee, sirrah. Sirrah, haven’t thou many a time and often devoured a whole table of mine, garnished with plenty, indeed, with a variety of good wholesome fare, under the pretext of telling news and gossip with a rugged, unpolished compliment?”

“Good fare of thine!” Muretto said.

He had eaten Pynto’s food, but being insulted, he was unwilling to praise it.

“Nay, dear gentlemen,” Bufo said.

He did not want them to argue.

“Good fare of mine?” Pynto said. “Yes, mine, sycophant! I — are you paying attention? — in order to supply thy tatters, pawned a whole study of ephemerides, so rich that they might have set up a corporation of almanac makers.”

“Tatters” are remnants, usually of clothing but also of other things. In this society, “tatter” as a verb meant to speak idly. In order to supply Muretto with tattered clothing, scraps of food, and opportunities to engage in idle talk at the table, Pynto had sold one or more books of ephemerides: an astronomical almanac.

He continued, “And what had I in return but protestations — listen to this, maunderer!”

A maunderer is a professional beggar.

Pynto continued, “You protested that I was, for learning, the soundest; for bounty, the royalest; for discourse, the sententiousest; for behavior, the absolutest; for all endowments of mind and body, the most accomplished man whom nature ever called her workmanship. But, thou dog, thou scoundrel, my beggary was the fruits of thy flattery.”

Feeding and clothing Muretto had made Pynto poor, according to Pynto.

He said to Muretto, “Stand off, rascal, stand off! Stand away from me!”

“This is excellent, indeed,” Bufo said sarcastically.

“What! What!” Muretto said to Pynto. “I flatter you! Who! Thee? Thee — a poor, lousy, uncloaked impostor! Thee — a deceitful, cozening, cheating, dull, decoying, and decaying fortune-teller! 

“Thou pawn books? Thou, patched out of an old shepherds’ calendar that discourses in time of the change of the weather?”

Muretto was saying that any knowledge that Pynto had consisted of passages from an old shepherds’ calendar that listed weather predictions. Such calendars were derided as unreliable.

He continued, “And whose were thy ephemerides — whose were thy astrological tables? Why, Impudence, were thou ever worth Erra Pater’s Prognostication?” 

This was an almanac with the full title of A prognostication for ever, made by Erra Pater, a Iew, borne in Iury, Doctor in Astronomie and Physick very profitable to keep the body in health. And also Ptholomeus saith the same.”

Muretto continued, “Thou learned? In what? And how? By filching, stealing, borrowing, eating, collecting, and counting with as weather-wise idiots as thyself.”

A big part of what was supposed to be Pynto’s astrological knowledge was weather forecasting.

Muretto continued, “Once in twelve months thou were indeed delivered (like a big-bellied wife) of a two-penny almanac at Easter. A hospital boy in a blue coat shall transcribe as much in six hours to serve all the year.”

The hospital was a charitable institution. Any boy there would wear a blue coat and be given a basic education.

Muretto continued, “Thou a table of meat? Yes, you served astronomers’ fare — air. Or at a feast upon high holy days, you served three red sprats in a dish; that was held to be gluttony, though.”

Red sprats are small sea-fish that resemble sardines.

Muretto finished, “I flatter thee? Thou are learned?”

“Rascal!” Pynto shouted. “Cannibal that feeds upon man’s flesh!”

Bufo tried to be a peacemaker: “Nay, please, please, heartily, gentlemen; in good earnest, and as I live, and by this hand now —”

Ignoring Bufo, Muretto said to Pynto, “Right, thou put me in mind what I should call thee. Who was the cause of all the late insurrection for which we were all likely to be hanged, and our brave general, Alphonso, is this day to suffer for? Who but thou! Indeed, the influences of the stars, the conjunction of the planets: the prediction of the celestial bodies were peremptory that, if he — Alphonso — would but attempt a civil commotion, he would — yes, by the Virgin Mary, he would — be immediately crowned the King of Aragon. 

“Now, you ’gyptianly man in the moon, your divination has fairly mounted him.”

A “’gyptianly man” is a gypsy, who were popularly supposed to originate in Egypt. A “’gyptianly man in the moon” is an astrologer (“man in the moon”) who tells fortunes, something that both gypsies and astrologers did.

The heads of traitors were often chopped off and mounted on the end of pikes to be displayed as a warning to would-be traitors.

Muretto continued, “Poor gentleman, Alphonso is sure to leave his head in pawn for giving credit to thy prognosticating ignorance.”

“I scorn thee, parasite,” Pynto said.

“You are a stinking, starved-gut star-gazer,” Muretto replied. “Is that flattery or no?”

“By God’s foot!” Bufo said. “What do you mean, signor Pynto, signor Muretto?”

“I will be revenged and watch my time, sirrah,” Pynto said to Muretto.

“Do,” Muretto said.

“It is strange, my masters,” Bufo said, “to be so near the place of execution and prattle so loud. Come, signor Pynto, indeed, please, you shall shake hands.”

“Let me alone,” Pynto said to Bufo. “You are a foolish captain.”

He then said, “Muretto, I will display thee for a —”

“Hang thyself,” Muretto interrupted. “I don’t care for thee! Look!”

He made an obscene gesture.

“Foolish captain?” Bufo said. “Foolish captain! Listen, Pynto, there’s no good meaning in that word.”

“A parrot can echo,” Pynto said. “A parrot can talk to scholars so!”

“You are a proper ‘scholar,’” Muretto said, “stitched up of wastepaper.”

In other words, your conversation consists of unoriginal observations such as the proverbial “A parrot can echo.”

“Sneaks!” Bufo said, angry at both Pynto and Muretto. “If I am a fool, I’ll bang out the wits of some of your noddles, or dry bastinado your sides.”

A noddle is a head. 

As a noun, “a bastinado” is a stick or cudgel. As a verb, “to bastinado” means “to beat.”

“To dry bastinado” means “to beat without drawing blood.”

Bufo continued, “You doggrel mangy, scabbed owl-a-glasses, I’ll maul you, so I will.”

“Doggrel” combines the meanings of “dog,” “mongrel,” and possibly “doggerel.”

“Owl-glass” derives from the medieval German jester Eulenspiegel (eulen spiegel means “owls’ mirror”).

Bufo called Pynto “owl-a-glasses” perhaps because he wore spectacles or perhaps because he used a crystal ball or a prospective mirror. A prospective mirror allowed one to see far-distant events or objects such as those in another city.

“Captain, sweet captain,” Muretto said. “Tell me now, will you put your discretion to coxcombs?” 

“Put” can mean “give,” and “discretion” can mean “power granted to an enemy through one’s unconditional surrender.” With those meanings, Muretto was asking “Bufo” if he would surrender unconditionally to fools. (Professional fools — jesters — often wore a coxcomb hat.)
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