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Timon of Athens has a problem. He has been immensely wealthy, and immensely generous, but some of his debts are due, and he has no money. But he is positive that his friends, to whom he has been immensely generous, will be just as generous to him. His steward, Flavius, is not so positive that these friends of Timon will be generous.
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

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

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

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

Timon of Athens. 

Lucius, Lucullus, Sempronius, flattering Lords. 

Ventidius, one of Timon’s false friends. 

Apemantus, a churlish Cynic philosopher. 

Alcibiades, an Athenian Captain. 

Poet, Painter, Jeweler, Merchant. 

Certain Senators. 

Certain Masquers (Ladies dressed as Amazons). 

Certain Thieves. 

Flavius, steward to Timon. 

Flaminius, Lucilius, Servilius, servants to Timon. 

Caphis, Philotus, Titus, Lucius, Hortensius, several servants to Usurers and to the Lords.

Female Characters

Phrygia, Timandra, mistresses to Alcibiades. 

Minor Characters

Cupid. 

Diverse other Servants and Attendants. 

Servants of Ventidius and of Varro and Isidore (two of Timon’s Creditors). 

Three Strangers. 

An Old Athenian. 

A Page. 

A Fool. 

Scene

Athens, and the neighboring Woods. 
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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In a hall in Timon’s house, several people stood. A poet and a painter stood together, and a jeweler and a merchant stood together.

The poet said to the painter, “Good day, sir.”

“I am glad you’re well,” the painter replied.

“I have not seen you for a long time. How goes the world?”

“How goes the world?” was a way of saying, “How are you?” However, the painter took the question literally.

“It wears, sir, as it grows,” the painter replied. “The world wears out as it grows older. With entropy, someday the world will wear out completely.”

“Yes, that’s well known,” the poet said, “but what particular rarity do we see in the world? What strange event never experienced before and without equal — according to many and varied witnesses and records of history — do we see?”

The poet answered his own question: “See the magic of bounty and generosity! The power of bounty and generosity has conjured all these spirits to be in attendance here and now.”

He was referring to the people present, all of whom were present because of Timon’s bounty. Timon was a very generous man.

The poet pointed and said, “I know that merchant.”

“I know both of the men,” the painter said. “The other man’s a jeweler.”

A short distance away, the merchant said, “Oh, he is a worthy lord.”

The jeweler replied, “That’s very certain.”

“He is a very incomparable man, and he keeps his generosity well exercised. His goodness is, as it were, tireless and enduring. He is surpassingly generous.”

The jeweler said, “I have a jewel here —”

“Please, let me see it,” the merchant requested. “Is it for the Lord Timon, sir?”

“If he will pay me its estimated value, but as for that —”

As for that, Timon always paid its estimated value.

The poet recited two verses to himself, “When we for recompense have praised the vile, / it stains the glory in that happy verse that aptly sings the good.”

A person can praise things that are bad in order to receive money, but doing that devalues praise for things that are good.

Now, lots of praise began to be stated for things for which people were hoping to receive money.

“The jewel is of good quality,” the merchant said.

“The quality is rich,” the jeweler said. “Look at its luster.”

A short distance away, the painter said to the poet, “You are rapt, sir, in some work, some dedication to the great lord.”

The great lord was the generous Timon. Poets would often dedicate a work to a generous lord in return for financial patronage.

“These two verses slipped idly and casually from me,” the poet said. “Our poetry is similar to gum that oozes from the tree from whence it is nourished.”

The poet believed that poetry was easy to write as long as it was nourished — paid for. 

The poet added, “The fire in the flint does not show itself until the flint is struck.”

There is a way to strike the flint that is this poet so that it produces the spark of poetry. That way is to give this poet money.

The poet continued, “Our refined flame produces itself and like the current flies each barrier it chafes.”

According to the poet, writing poetry could be compared to flowing water that went around or leapt over barriers in the stream and then continued downstream. 

One can wonder whether truly good poetry can be easily written in return for money.

Seeing the painter holding something, the poet asked, “What do you have there?”

“A picture, sir,” the painter said. “When does your book come forth?”

“Upon the heels of my presentment, sir.”

The poet was present to present his book to Timon; he was fully confident that Timon would approve of the book and would give him money for its publication — and for its composition.

The poet requested, “Let’s see your piece.”

Showing the poet his picture, the painter said, “It is a good piece.”

“So it is,” the poet said. “This picture turned out well, and it is excellent.”

“It is indifferent,” the painter said.

One can wonder whether the painter was being falsely modest in order to get a compliment, or was telling the truth.

“It is admirable,” the poet said about the painting, which depicted a man. “Look at how the gracefulness of this figure proclaims his status! What a mental power this eye shoots forth! How forcefully imagination moves in this lip! The figure is dumb — silent — but the viewer can provide words for the gesture the figure is making.”

“It is a pretty mocking of the life,” the painter said. “It is a good imitation of reality. Look here at this part. Is it good?”

“I will say about your picture that it tutors nature,” the poet said. “Artificial strife lives in these touches that are livelier than life.”

The artificial strife was the effort needed to make art. The poet had said that writing poetry was easy when the poetry would be paid for, but to him painting was hard.

Senators now entered the hall and walked in front of the poet and the painter.

“How this lord is followed!” the painter said. “Lots of important people seek his patronage.”

“The Senators of Athens seek Timon’s patronage!” the poet said. “Timon is a happy man!”

“Look, more are coming!” the painter said.

“You see this confluence, this great flood of visitors,” the poet said. “I have, in this rough work, shaped out a man, whom this Earthly world that is below him embraces and hugs with the amplest reception. My free drift halts not particularly, but moves itself in a wide sea of wax: No targeted malice infects one comma in the course I hold; the course I hold flies an eagle flight, bold and straight on, leaving no trace behind.”

The poet was describing the work of art that he would present to Timon. It was a work about a man whom many people praised. He did not name any particular man. In addition, he claimed that no maliciousness against any particular person could be discerned in his writing. The scope of the poet’s writing was broad. At this time, people often wrote on wax tablets with a stylus, but the poet wrote on a sea of wax — a very broad scope. The poet also claimed that the targeted malice of his writing flew like an eagle; it flew high and straight and left no trace of its passage behind.

In other words, the message of the writing was universal, but it definitely applied to a particular individual. However, the poet expected that his writing would fly over the head of its audience and leave no trace behind.

The poet’s words were vague, and the painter said, “How shall I understand you? What are you saying?”

“I will unfold my meaning to you,” the poet said. “You see how all social ranks, how all minds, as well of glib and slippery creatures as of grave and austere quality, tender their services to Lord Timon. His large fortune, in conjunction with his good and gracious nature, subdues and appropriates to his love and attention all sorts of hearts. Yes, hearts ranging from those of the mirror-faced flatterers who reflect back the flatteree’s own moods and opinions to the Cynic philosopher Apemantus, who loves few things better than to hate himself.”

If what the poet said is true, then Apemantus hates himself simply because he is a human being.

The poet continued, “Even Apemantus drops down to his knee when he is before Timon, and returns home happy when Timon acknowledges him by nodding to him.”

“I saw them speak together,” the painter said.

“Sir, I have represented in my work Lady Fortune, who is enthroned upon a high and pleasant hill. The base of the mountain is surrounded by rows of men with differing degrees of merit and differing kinds of character. These men labor on the bosom of this sphere to increase their wealth. Among them all, whose eyes are fixed on this sovereign lady — Lady Fortune — is one man I describe as being like Lord Timon in disposition and build, whom Lady Fortune with her ivory hand beckons to her. Lord Timon’s present grace translates his rivals to present slaves and servants — his ever-present generosity immediately changes his rivals into his slaves and servants.”

“You have hit your target,” the painter said. “This throne, Lady Fortune, and this hill, in my opinion, with one man beckoned to climb from the rest below, bowing his head against the steep mountain to climb to his happiness, would be well expressed in our condition.”

The painter meant that Lady Fortune also beckons creative people such as himself and the poet to climb the mountain. Such a climb is steep, but it is rewarding.

“Sir, continue to listen to me,” the poet said. “All those who were his equals just recently, some of whom are worth more than he himself is, at the moment follow his strides, fill his lobbies as if they were his servants and attendants, rain sacrificial whisperings — like the adoring prayers of a priest at a sacrifice — in his ear, treat as a sacred object even his stirrup that they hold as he mounts his horse, and act as if only through him are they able to drink in the air that is free to all.”

“What about all these people?” the painter asked.

“When Lady Fortune in her shift and change of mood kicks down her late beloved, all his parasites who labored on their hands and knees and crawled after him to reach the mountain’s top now let him slip down the mountain. Not even one will accompany him in his decline.”

“That is a commonplace idea,” the painter said. “I can show you a thousand moralistic paintings that demonstrate these quick blows of Lady Fortune more pregnantly than words can. Yet you do well to show Lord Timon that lowly eyes have seen the foot above the head.”

The eyes of the lowly have seen Lady Fortune’s foot above their head just before it kicked them down the steep hill; previously, the eyes of the now lowly were the eyes of the then great.
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