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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 Martha
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Martha wrote, “When I was working at Longaberger, I worked with a girl who had two children and was in the middle of a divorce. She was so worried about Christmas for her boys. I received a very nice Christmas bonus that year, and I went to my boss and started a donation fund for the girl. My boss told me later that she — my boss — delivered the money to the girl’s mother and father and told them not to tell her who brought the money for her. Months later the girl told me that the boys had the best Christmas that year, and she told me someone had brought money to her mom and dad for her, and she went to town and bought the boys Christmas. She never did know who did that for her. She was so thankful. I believe that I was the only one who donated to her, which was just fine.”

***
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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.

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. “Gizan 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, then they continued their walk.

***
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• Rise above. 

Theater director Tyrone Guthrie advised his actors and crew to do this. The advice means to rise above whatever forces are working against you. All of us have personal problems. No one’s life is perfect. Sometimes, life seems to conspire against us. Rise above all that, and produce the best work you can.

• Astonish me. 

Dance impresario Sergei Diaghilev advised his choreographers to do this. The advice means what it says. Do such good work that the person who commissioned the work — and of course the audience — is astonished. (Tyrone Guthrie also used this phrase.)

• Do it now.

As a young man, choreographer George Balanchine nearly died and so he believed in living his life day by day and not holding anything back. He would tell his dancers, “Why are you stingy with yourselves? Why are you holding back? What are you saving for — for another time? There are no other times. There is only now. Right now.” Throughout his career, including before he became world renowned, he worked with what he had, not complaining about wanting a bigger budget or better dancers. One of the pieces of advice Mr. Balanchine gave over and over was this: “Do it now.”

• Go out and get one.

Ruth St. Denis once taught Martha Graham an important lesson when Ms. Graham was just starting to dance. Ms. St. Denis told Ms. Graham, “Show me your dance.” Ms. Graham replied, “I don’t have one,” and Ms. St. Denis advised, “Well, dear, go out and get one.” (Everyone needs an art to practice. Your art need not be dance. Perhaps your art can be writing autobiographical essays. Of course, you may practice more than one art.)

• Assign yourself.

The parents of Marian Wright Edelman were serious about education. Each school night, she and her siblings were expected to sit down and do their homework. Whenever one of the children said that the teacher had not assigned any homework, her father used to say, “Well, assign yourself.” Ms. Edelman once made out a list of “Twenty-Five Lessons for Life,” based on the values she had learned from her parents. Lesson 3 was, “Assign yourself. Don’t wait around to be told what to do.” In 1973, she founded the Children’s Defense Fund, which attempts to get federal legislation passed to help children. 

• Challenge yourself.

Joss Whedon created the TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which is noted for its clever dialogue. Day after day, people told Joss that they watched the series because of its dialogue, so he decided to challenge himself by writing an episode in which the characters could not talk. The episode, titled “Hush,” is excellent and was nominated for an Emmy.

• Practice an art. 

The father of choreographer Bella Lewitzky taught her the importance of having an art to practice. He worked at an ordinary job, but when he came home, he painted. Ms. Lewitzky says, “He taught me that it didn’t make a d*mn bit of difference what you did for a living, as long as you had something that rewarded your life.” He also didn’t feel that it was necessary to have an audience for his art because the act of creation was rewarding in itself. Bella and her sister used to steal their father’s paintings — because if they didn’t, he would paint another work of art on top of the one he had already created.

• Do it yourself.

Early in their career, the Ramones played in London on July 4, 1976. Some cool kids who called themselves The Clash hung around during a sound check before the concert and talked to the members of the band, mentioning that they played music but weren’t good enough to play in public. Johnny Ramone told them, “Are you kidding? I hope you’re coming tonight. We’re lousy. We can’t play. If you wait until you can play, you’ll be too old to get up there. We stink, really. But it’s great.” (This is a great example of punk rock’s do-it-yourself attitude. You don’t need a lot of fancy equipment to play music. Just teach yourself a few chords, get up on stage, and rock. Similarly, if you want to write, you don’t need a lot of fancy equipment. If you have a computer, great, but all you really need is some paper and a pencil or pen.)

• Be there.

After retiring from her career in dance, Balanchine dancer Barbara Milberg became a very good student — and eventually a Ph.D. (and professor). In dance, she had learned that when the curtain went up, she had better be there, and so she never handed in a paper late. 

• Get it right.

A man — who didn’t dance — visited the dance class of Margaret Craske. At the end of her class, he said goodbye and jokingly executed a port de bras. Quickly, Ms. Craske reached out and corrected the position of the visitor’s hand. As you would expect, in her dance classes, she tells her students over and over, “Get it right!”

• Do it ’til you get it right.

Garth Fagan, the choreographer of the theatrical version of The Lion King, learned an important lesson from choreographer Martha Graham: “Do it ’til you get it right!” She requested that he simply walk across the floor. He did 12 times before he realized that she wanted a walk that did not say, “LOOK AT ME! AREN’T I GORGEOUS!” When he did the walk correctly, Ms. Graham told him, “I think you’re going to go places.” As the head of his own dance troupe and as a Broadway choreographer, he did.

• Make the first mark.

Barbara Feldon, who played the role of Agent 99 on TV’s Get Smart, is friends with artist Jan Stussy, whom she calls “the most prolific artist” she knows. She once asked him about his creation of art, “How did you develop the courage?” He replied, “When I was in the 10th grade, I realized that if you simply make the first mark, the rest will just happen. Whether it’s that first mark with a brush on a canvas or pencil to paper, boldly make it and then let yourself free-fall. Art creates art.” Ms. Feldon, author of Living Alone and Loving It, has added writing to her other creative endeavors, and she often tells herself, “Make the first mark.”
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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FEMALE CHARACTERS

Mother Bombie, a fortune-teller, an aged cunning woman

Vicinia, a nurse, mother to Maestius and Serena 

Livia, daughter to Prisius, in love with Candius

Serena, daughter to Vicinia

Silena, a simpleton, daughter to Stellio

Rixula, a serving-girl to Prisius, whose daughter is Livia

MALE CHARACTERS

Memphio, a rich old man, father of Accius

Stellio, an old and wealthy husbandman, father of Silena

Prisius, a fuller, an old man of modest means, father of Livia. A fuller fulls cloth: A fuller cleans wool in a fulling mill.

Sperantus, a farmer, an old man of modest means, father of Candius

Maestius, son to Vicinia

Candius, son to Sperantus, in love with Livia

Accius, a simpleton, son to Memphio

Dromio, a boy, servant to Memphio

Risio, a boy, servant to Stellio

Lucio, a boy, servant to Prisius

Halfpenny, a boy, servant to Sperantus

MINOR CHARACTERS

Synus, a fiddler

Nasutis, a fiddler

Bedunenus, a fiddler 

Hackneyman 

Sergeant

Scrivener

SCENE: 

A street in Rochester, Kent, England. On the street are the houses of Memphio, Stellio, Prisius, Sperantus, and Mother Bombie. Also on the street are a scrivener’s shop and a tavern.

NOTES:

This play is greatly influenced by Roman comedies in which tricky slaves outwit their masters and earn their freedom. The four serving-boys are bondmen, which means they are in bondage. The word “bondman” can mean serf or slave.

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 “mistress” at this time can mean simply a woman who is loved. It can also mean a female head of household.

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

“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, and fathers could call their sons “sirrah.”

The verb “cozened” means “tricked” and “cheated.”

EDITIONS:

Lyly, John. The Complete Plays of John Lyly. Edited by R. Warwick Bond. Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1973.

Lyly, John. Mother Bombie. Ed. Leah Scragg. The Revels Plays. Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2010.

Lyly, John. The Plays of John Lyly. Carter A. Daniel, editor. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press. London and Toronto: Associated University Presses. 1988.

An online edition (NOT modern spelling) is here:

https://americanshakespearecenter.com/events/mother-bombie-2015/

I was unable to find and use this edition:

John Lyly’s ‘Mother Bombie’: A Critical Edition. Edited by Harriette A. Andreadis. Renaissance Studies 35. Published 1975. (And published earlier.)
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Memphio, a wealthy old man, and Dromio, his serving-boy, talked together. They talked mostly about Memphio’s son: Accius.

Memphio complained, “Boy, three things make my life miserable: a threadbare purse, a curst wife, and a foolish heir.”

A threadbare purse is a threadbare container for money. Memphio was complaining about a lack of money, although he was, in fact, wealthy. In this society, both men and women used what were called purses.

A curst wife is a shrewish wife.

Dromio advised:

“Why, then, sir, there are three medicines for these three maladies: a pike-staff weapon to steal a purse on the highway, a wand of holly to brush choler — anger — from my mistress’ tongue, and a young wench for my young master. 

“Since your worship, who is wise, begot a fool, so he, who is a fool, may tread out — that is, beget — a wise man.”

A proverb stated: A wise man commonly has a fool to his heir.

Memphio replied, “Aye, but Dromio, these medicines bite hot on great evils, for if I do these actions, I might have a rope about my neck, horns upon my head, and in my house a litter of fools.”

If he became a highwayman, he could end up being hung.

If he used a holly branch to beat his wife, she could cuckold him to get revenge. A cuckold is a man with an unfaithful wife. In this society, people joked that cuckolds had invisible horns growing on their head.

If he got his foolish son a wench to make pregnant, his home could soon become filled with foolish children.

“Then, sir, you had best let some wise man sit on your son, to hatch him a good wit,” Dromio said. “They say, if ravens sit on hens’ eggs, the chickens will be black, and so forth.”

One problem with proverbs and old sayings is that they can be contradictory. The proverb about ravens and black chickens states that children will be like their parents. That is the opposite of the previous proverb: A wise man commonly has a fool to his heir.

“Why, boy, my son is out of the shell and is grown up, and he has grown a pretty cock,” Memphio said. 

Hmm. He has grown up to be a handsome man, and he has grown a handsome penis.

Dromio advised, “Carve him, master, and make him a capon, else all your breed — your descendants — will prove coxcombs.”

A capon is a castrated cock, aka rooster.

A coxcomb is a fool; professional Fools sometimes wore hats that resembled a cock’s comb.

Of course, professional Fools were not fools; professional Fools were often quite wise.

“I marvel that my son is such an ass,” Memphio said. “He did not get that from his father.”

“He may for any thing you know,” Dromio said.

“Why, villain, do thou think that I am a fool?” Memphio asked.

“O no, sir,” Dromio said. “Neither are you sure that you are his father.”

In the days before DNA analysis, fatherhood could be difficult to prove.

“Rascal, do thou imagine thy mistress has been wicked with her body?” Memphio asked. 

“No, but I think she is fantastical of her mind, and it may be, that when this boy was begotten, she thought of a fool, and so she conceived a fool, yourself being very wise, and she surpassingly honest and chaste,” Dromio said.

“It may be, for I have heard of an Ethiopian, who thinking of a fair picture, brought forth a fair lady, and yet the fair lady was no bastard,” Memphio said.

This society regarded white skin as beautiful.

Persina, Queen of Ethiopia, gave birth to a white daughter, Chariclea. Persina explained this by saying that she had been looking at a painting of Perseus and the naked Andromeda, both of whom were white, when Chariclea was conceived. This story appears in Heliodorus’ Aethiopica.

“You are well read, sir,” Dromio said. “Your son may be a bastard and yet legitimate, yourself a cuckold, and yet my mistress virtuous — all this in conceit: in imagination.”

“Come, Dromio, it is my grief to have such a son who must inherit my lands,” Memphio said.

Dromio said, “He need not be your heir, sir. I’ll beg him for a fool.”

If an heir were intellectually incompetent, others could petition the court to be the heir’s guardian. This would allow them to have the use of the heir’s wealth and lands.

“Vile boy, thou would do that to thy young master?” Memphio said. 

“Let me have in a device — a trick,” Dromio said. “Let me come up with a plan that suits your needs.”

“I’ll have thy advice, and if it fadge — if it works — thou shall eat until thou shall sweat, thou shall play until thou sleep, and thou shall sleep until thy bones ache,” Memphio said.

“Aye, by the Virgin Mary, now you tickle me and excite me,” Dromio said. “I am hungry, playful, and sleepy, and all of these at once. I’ll break open this head against the wall, but I’ll make it bleed good matter. I’ll make my head come up with a good plan.”

“Then this is how it is: Thou know I have but one son, and he is a fool,” Memphio said.

“A monstrous fool,” Dromio said.

“I have a wife and she is an arrant — a complete — scold,” Memphio said.

“Ah, master, I smell your device,” Dromio said. “I smell your plan. It will be excellent.”

“Thou cannot know it until I tell it,” Memphio said.

“I see it through your brains,” Dromio said. “Your hair is so thin and your skull is so transparent that I may sooner see it than hear it.”

“Then, boy, thou have a quick wit, and I have a slow tongue, but what is it?” Memphio asked.

“By the Virgin Mary, either you would have your wife’s tongue in your son’s head, so that he might be a prating and chattering fool, or you would have his brains in her brain pan — her skull — so that she might be a foolish scold,” Dromio said.

“Thou dream, Dromio, there is no such matter,” Memphio said. “Thou know I have kept them close, so that my neighbors may think that my son is wise and my wife is temperate and mild-mannered because my neighbors have never heard them speak.”

“That is well,” Dromio said.

“Thou know that Stellio has a good farm and a fair daughter, yes, so fair that she is mewed up — kept inside the home — and she only looks out at the windows, lest she should be stolen away by some roistering courtier,” Memphio said.

Stellio was a wealthy farmer, and Silena was his beautiful daughter.

“That is so, sir,” Dromio said.

“Now if I could compass — arrange — a marriage match between my son and Stellio’s daughter, Silena, by conference of us parents, and without theirs — without my son and his daughter being consulted — I would be blessed, Stellio would be tricked, and thou would be forever set at liberty,” Memphio said.

Stellio would be tricked because his son-in-law would be a fool.

“A singular conceit,” Dromio said. “An extraordinary idea.”

Memphio said: 

“Thus much for my son. 

“Now for my wife, I would have this kept from her, else I shall not be able to keep my house from smoke, for let it come to one of her ears, and then woe to both of my ears. I would have her go to my house in the country while we conclude this, and once this is done, I don’t care if her tongue never stops wagging.”

A proverb stated, “Smoke, rain, and a very cursed [shrewish] wife make a man weary of house and life.”

Memphio continued: 

“If thou can effect and bring about these things, thou shall make thy master happy.”

“Think it done, this noddle — this head — of mine shall coin such a new device and plan that you shall have your son married by tomorrow,” Dromio said.

“But take heed so that neither the father nor the maiden will speak to my son, for then his folly will mar all,” Memphio said.

The maiden was Stellio’s daughter: Silena.

“Lay all the care on me,” Dromio said. “Sublevabo te onere: I will rid you of a fool.”

The Latin means: I will lift this burden from you.

“Will thou rid me for a fool?” Memphio, suspicious, asked.

“Will thou rid me for a fool?” can mean “Will you ride me like the fool I am?”

“Tush, don’t quarrel,” Dromio said.

“Then for the dowry, let it be at least two hundred ducats, and after his death the farm,” Memphio said.

“What else?” Dromio asked.

“Then let us go in, so that I may furnish thee with some better counsel, and I may furnish my son with better apparel,” Memphio said.
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