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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 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 books 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 Cliff Craft
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On Sunday, 17 May 2007, my friend Cliff Craft died in Athens, Ohio. Most people probably thought of him as a homeless scavenger, but people who knew him realized that he was a generous person. He lived in low-income housing, and he frequently allowed homeless people to stay in his apartment. Because of his illnesses, including epilepsy, he lived on a monthly Social Security check and whatever money he found on his frequent walks around town, but he was generous with the money he had. Each month, he deposited his Social Security check at Hocking Valley Bank, but not all of the money ended up in his own account. According to Hocking Valley Bank branch manager Kim Sparks, for approximately two years before Mr. Craft died, he deposited some of his money each month into an account that had been set up to help a girl who had been injured in an accident. Truly, Mr. Craft’s life shows that people don’t need to be wealthy to do good deeds.
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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.

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.”

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But, in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

“Keep your blood clean, your body lean, and your mind sharp.” — Henry Rollins

Actor Matthew McConaughey’s father would not allow him to say, “I can’t.” It was OK to say that he was having trouble doing something; it was not OK to say that he could not do something. As a boy, Matthew wanted to mow the lawn in the morning so he would have the afternoon to do other, fun things, but he had trouble getting the lawn mower started, and he told his father, “I can’t get this thing started.” His father corrected him: “No, son, you’re having trouble getting that lawn mower started.” Matthew asked his father to explain the difference between “I can’t” and “I’m having trouble,” and his father said, “Don’t ever say you can’t do something. That means there’s absolutely no way to do it. If you can’t do something, how are you ever gonna fix something? How are you gonna figure the problem out? How are you gonna ask for help? You’re gonna have trouble doing a lot of things in life, but they can be done. If you say, ‘I can’t,’ that means there’s no solution, you’ve given up, you’ve quit. But if you’re ‘having trouble,’ that means that even though you may not know at the time how to solve the problem, you know there’s a way — you’re just having trouble. Let’s figure it out.” His father then examined the mower and found a loose gas line. He tightened it, and the lawn mower quickly started. Matthew said, “Thanks,” and his father said, “Sure, little man. You were just having trouble.”

• The father of choreographer Bella Lewitzky taught her the importance of having an art to practice. He worked 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.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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MALE CHARACTERS

MARK ANTONY, OCTAVIUS CAESAR, and MARCUS AEMILIUS LEPIDUS: Triumvirs. 

SEXTUS POMPEY, son of Pompey the Great.

DOMITIUS ENOBARBUS, VENTIDIUS, EROS, SCARUS, DERCETUS, DEMETRIUS, and PHILO: Friends to Mark Antony.

MAECENAS, AGRIPPA, DOLABELLA, PROCULEIUS, THIDIAS, and GALLUS: Friends to Octavius Caesar.

MENAS, MENECRATES, and VARRIUS: Friends to Sextus Pompey.

TAURUS, Lieutenant General to Octavius Caesar.

CANIDIUS, Lieutenant General to Mark Antony.

SILIUS, an Officer under Ventidius.

EUPHRONIUS, Ambassador from Mark Antony to Octavius Caesar.

ALEXAS, MARDIAN, SELEUCUS, and DIOMEDES: Attendants on Cleopatra.

A Soothsayer.

A Farmer: a comic character.

FEMALE CHARACTERS

CLEOPATRA, Queen of Egypt.

OCTAVIA, sister to Octavius Caesar, and wife to Mark Antony.

CHARMIAN and IRAS, Attendants on Cleopatra.

MINOR CHARACTORS

Officers, Soldiers, Messengers, and other Attendants.

SCENE

In several parts of the Roman Empire.

TIME

The play begins in 40 B.C.E. (Fulvia died that year) when Octavius Caesar is 23 years old, Mark Antony is 43 years old, and Cleopatra is 29 years old. The play ends in 30 B.C.E.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 — 
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In a room in Cleopatra’s palace in Alexandria, Egypt, Demetrius and Philo, two followers of Mark Antony, were speaking.

Philo said in response to a comment by Demetrius, “No, but this dotage of Mark Antony, our general, is out of control. His excellent eyes, that over the assembled files and musters of the war have glowed like armed Mars, the god of war, now bend and turn the service and devotion of their view upon a tawny front: the brown face of Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt. His leader’s heart, which in the scuffles of great fights has burst the buckles on his breastplate, abandons all restraint, and it has become the bellows and the fan to cool a gypsy’s lust.”

Gypsies were thought to have come from Egypt.

Trumpets sounded, and Mark Antony and Cleopatra entered. Cleopatra’s ladies and servants accompanied her, and eunuchs fanned her. A eunuch is a castrated man — one whose testicles have been removed.

Philo added, quietly, “Look, here they come. Watch Mark Antony carefully, and you shall see in him that the triple pillar of the world has been transformed into a whore’s fool. As one of the three Roman triumvirs, Mark Antony rules a third of the world. But despite Mark Antony’s power, he has allowed himself to become the fool of Cleopatra. Watch him, and you shall see.”

“If it is indeed love that you feel for me, tell me how much,” Cleopatra said to Mark Antony.

He replied, “There’s beggary in the love that can be reckoned. If I could tell you how much I love you, I would not love you enough.”

“I want to know the extent of how far you love me,” Cleopatra said.

“Then you must discover a new Heaven and a new Earth,” Mark Antony said. “My love for you is infinite and cannot be limited by this Heaven and this Earth.”

An attendant entered the room and said to Mark Antony, “News, my good lord, has arrived from Rome.”

“This irritates me,” Mark Antony said to the attendant. 

He then resumed telling Cleopatra how much he loved her: “The sum —.”

“No, hear what the ambassadors bringing the message have to say,” Cleopatra advised. “Your Roman wife, Fulvia, perhaps is angry at you, or, who knows, perhaps the very young and scarcely bearded Octavius Caesar has used the royal plural and sent his powerful orders to you: ‘Do this, or this; conquer that Kingdom, and free this one; perform what we order you to do, or else we damn you.’”

“What, my love!” Mark Antony said.

“Perhaps! Or almost certainly. You must not stay here in Egypt any longer; your dismissal from service in Egypt has come from Octavius Caesar, so therefore hear his orders, Antony. Where are Fulvia’s orders for you to return to Rome? Or should I say Caesar’s? Both? Call in the Roman ambassadors.”

She looked at Mark Antony, whose face was reddening, and said, “As I am Egypt’s Queen, you are blushing, Antony; and that blood of yours pays homage to Octavius Caesar and acknowledges that you are his servant, or else your red cheeks show your shame when shrill-tongued Fulvia scolds you. Listen to the ambassadors!”

“Let Rome melt and flow into the Tiber River,” Mark Antony said, “and let the well-ordered and vast Roman Empire that arches over the world fall! Here is my space; this is where I belong! Kingdoms are only clay: Our dungy earth feeds beasts as well as men. The nobleness of life is to do thus —”

Mark Antony embraced Cleopatra and then continued, “— when such a mutual pair and couple as we are can do it. I command the world — and I will punish the world if it disobeys — to know that we and our love are without peer.”

“This is an excellent falsehood!” Cleopatra said. “Why did he — Mark Antony — marry Fulvia, if he did not love her? I’ll pretend to be the fool that I am not; Antony will be himself.”

Cleopatra’s comment was ambiguous. It could mean that Mark Antony would live up to his reputation of himself as a noble Roman, or it could mean that he would continue to be the fool that he is.

Mark Antony said, “But I will be stirred by Cleopatra.”

Mark Antony’s comment was ambiguous. It could mean that Cleopatra would stir him to do noble deeds, or that she would move him to do foolish deeds, or that she would stir him to do sexual deeds.

He continued, “Now, for the love of Love — Venus, goddess of sexual passion — and her soft attendants who are called the Hours, let’s not waste the time with harsh arguments. There’s not a minute of our lives that should pass without some pleasure now. What entertainment shall we have tonight?”

“Listen to what the Roman ambassadors have to say to you,” Cleopatra said.

“Damn, wrangling Queen! Everything becomes you and makes you beautiful: chiding, laughing, weeping. Every emotion fully strives to make itself, when you express it, beautiful and admired! I will listen to no messenger but yours, and all alone tonight we’ll wander through the streets and watch people. Come, my Queen; you wanted us to do that last night.”

He ordered the attendants, “Don’t speak to us.”

Mark Antony and Cleopatra and their attendants left, leaving Demetrius and Philo alone.

Demetrius asked Philo, “Does Mark Antony regard Octavius Caesar with so little respect that he can ignore his ambassadors?”

“Sir, sometimes Mark Antony is not Mark Antony. He fails to live up to the best parts of what Mark Antony should always be.”

“I am very sorry that he proves that common liars, who in Rome spread malicious gossip about him, are speaking the truth, but I will hope for better deeds from him tomorrow. Farewell, and have a good night.”
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In another room in Cleopatra’s palace stood Charmian and Iras, two of Cleopatra’s female attendants, and Alexas, one of Cleopatra’s male attendants. A soothsayer who predicted fortunes was a short distance away. Charmian, Iras, and Alexas were in a playful mood.

Charmian said, “Lord Alexas, sweet Alexas, most anything Alexas, almost most absolute Alexas, where’s the soothsayer whom you praised so highly to the Queen? Oh, I wish that I knew who will be this husband, who, you say, must decorate his cuckold’s horns with bridal garlands!”

Alexas had told Charmian that the soothsayer would tell her about her future husband, whoever he would be. He had joked that she would cuckold — be unfaithful to — her husband even before they were married.

Alexas called, “Soothsayer!”

The soothsayer came closer and asked, “What do you want?”

“Is this the man?” Charmian asked Alexas. She then asked the soothsayer, “Is it you, sir, who know things?”

The soothsayer replied, “I can read a little in Nature’s infinite book of secrecy.”

Alexas said to Charmian, “Show him your hand so that he can read your palm.”

Domitius Enobarbus, who served Mark Antony, entered the room and said to some servants, “Bring in the banquet of fruit and sweets quickly; be sure that we have enough wine to drink to Cleopatra’s health.”

Charmian asked the soothsayer, “Good sir, give me a good fortune.”

“I do not make the future; I only foresee it.”

“Please, then, foresee my future.”

“You shall be yet far fairer — more beautiful — than you are.”

Charmian joked, “He means that I will gain a fair amount of flesh and grow fat. Some men like fat women; they are chubby chasers.”

Iras joked, “No, he means that you shall use cosmetics when you are old.”

“May my wrinkles forbid that! I would rather be wrinkled than use cosmetics!”

Alexas advised them, “Don’t vex his prescience the soothsayer; be attentive.”

“Hush!” Charmian said.

The soothsayer said to her, “You shall be more loving than beloved.”

“I much prefer to heat my body by drinking alcohol than by loving,” Charmian said.

“Listen to him,” Alexas said.

Charmian said to the soothsayer, “Now predict some excellent future for me! Let me be married to three Kings before noon, and widow all of them. Let me have a child when I am fifty years old to whom King Herod will do homage. Let me marry Octavius Caesar so that I am the equal of my mistress, Queen Cleopatra.”

In a few years, King Herod would order many newborn Jewish boys to be killed in an attempt to murder Jesus of Nazareth.

The soothsayer said, “You shall outlive the lady whom you serve.”

“Oh, excellent!” Charmian said. “I love long life better than figs.”

“You have seen and experienced a fairer former fortune than that which is yet to come.”

“Then it is likely that my children shall not have the names of their fathers because my children will be bastards,” Charmian joked. “Please tell me how many boys and girls I will have.”

“If all of your wishes had a womb, and if all of your wishes were fertile, you would have a million.”

The soothsayer was able to joke: He was saying that Charmian had wished to have sex a million times.

“Get out, fool!” Charmian said. “I forgive you for being a witch.”

She may have meant that soothsayers, like fools and jesters, have a license to speak freely. Or she may have meant that the soothsayer’s skill in forecasting was so poor that no one could ever believe that he was a witch. Or she may have been pretending to be shocked at the soothsayer’s comment.

Alexas said to her, “You think only your sheets are privy to your private wishes.”

Charmian said to the soothsayer, “Now tell Iras her fortune.”

“We all want to know our fortunes,” Alexas said.

Enobarbus said, “My fortune and most of our fortunes tonight shall be to go to bed drunk.”

Iras showed her palm to the soothsayer and said, “There’s a palm that foretells chastity, if nothing else.”

Charmian joked, “Even as the overflowing Nile River foretells famine.”

An overflowing Nile River actually foretold feast, not famine. The Nile overflowed its banks and irrigated the dry land around it, leading to plentiful crops. Charmian was saying that Iras’ palm was moist — this was thought to be a sign of a lecherous person.

Iras replied, “Ha! You wild bedfellow, you cannot soothsay.”

“If an oily palm is not a fruitful foretelling of a fruitful womb,” Charmian said, “then I cannot scratch my ear.”

Charmian then said to the soothsayer, “Please, tell Iras an ordinary, common, workaday fortune.”

The soothsayer said, “Your fortunes are alike.”

“How are they alike?” Iras said. “Give me some particulars.”

“I have already foretold Charmian’s future,” the soothsayer said. “Your future is the same as hers.”

Iras asked, “Am I not an inch of fortune better than she?” 

“Well, if you were an inch of fortune better than I, where would you choose it?” Charmian asked.

“Not in my husband’s nose.”

Iras meant that she would want the extra inch to be in a different spot of her husband’s body.

“May the Heavens amend our worser — bawdier — thoughts!” Charmian said.

She then said, “Alexas — come here.”

She said to the soothsayer, “Tell his fortune, his fortune!”

She added, “Oh, let him marry a woman who cannot go, sweet Isis, I beseech you!”

Isis is the Egyptian goddess of fertility. A woman who cannot go is a woman who cannot orgasm.

Charmian continued, “And let her die, too, and then give him a worse wife! And let a worser wife follow a worse wife, until the worst of all follows him laughing to his grave, after he has been made a cuckold by fifty wives! Good Isis, hear and positively answer this prayer of mine, even though you deny me something of more seriousness, good Isis, I beseech you!”

“Amen,” Iras said. “Dear goddess, hear that prayer of the people! Just as it is heartbreaking to see a handsome man with an unfaithful wife, so it is a deadly sorrow to behold a foul and ugly knave uncuckolded; therefore, dear Isis, act properly and with decorum, and give him an appropriate fortune!”

“Amen,” Charmian said.

Alexas said, “I see now that if it lay in their hands to make me a cuckold, they would do it, even if they would have to make themselves whores!”

Enobarbus said, “Hush! Here comes Mark Antony.”

Charmian looked up and said, “It is not he; it is the Queen.”

Cleopatra entered the room and asked, “Have you seen my lord, Mark Antony?”

Enobarbus replied, “No, lady.”

“Has he been here?”

Charmian replied, “No, madam.”

“He was disposed to be merry,” Cleopatra said, “but suddenly a Roman thought struck him. He thought seriously about matters in Rome. Enobarbus!”

“Madam?” he replied.

“Seek him, and bring him here,” Cleopatra ordered.

Enobarbus left, and then Cleopatra asked, “Where’s Alexas?”

“Here, at your service,” he replied. “My lord, Mark Antony, is approaching.”

Cleopatra changed her mind about seeing him. Using the royal plural, she said, “We will not look upon him. Go with us.”

Everyone left the room as Mark Antony, a messenger, and some attendants entered it.

The messenger said, “Fulvia, your wife, first came into the battlefield.”

“Was she fighting against Lucius, my brother?” Mark Antony asked.

“Yes,” the messenger replied, “but as soon as that war had ended, the situation at the time made them friends and allies. They joined their forces against Octavius Caesar. He had better success and after winning the first battle drove them out of Italy.”

“Well, what is the worst news you have brought to me?”

“The nature of bad news infects the teller,” the messenger said. “The bearer of bad news is blamed for the bad news he bears.”

“That is true when the bad news is given to a fool or a coward,” Mark Antony said. “Go on. Things that are past are done with me: What’s done is done. This is the way that it is with me: Whoever tells me the truth, although in his tale lies death, I hear him the same way I would if he flattered me.”

The messenger replied, “Quintus Labienus — this is stiff news — has, with his Parthian army, conquered parts of Asia around the Euphrates River.”

Labienus had supported Marcus Brutus and Caius Cassius, who had assassinated Julius Caesar. He had fought for Brutus and Cassius against Mark Antony and Octavius Caesar in the following civil war. After Mark Antony and Octavius Caesar had defeated Brutus and Cassius, Labienus had gone to Parthia, raised troops, and conquered territory in the Middle East.

The messenger continued, “His conquering banner flies from Syria to Lydia and to Ionia. While —”

The messenger hesitated and Mark Antony said, “While Antony, you would say.”

The messenger said, “Oh, my lord!” He was worried about criticizing Mark Antony, who was a powerful man who could have him whipped. Labienus had accomplished all this while Mark Antony had done nothing except party with Cleopatra in Egypt.

“Speak to me straightforwardly,” Mark Antony said, “and don’t tone down what everyone is saying about me. Call Cleopatra by the names that people in Rome call her. Use the words that Fulvia, my wife, used when she railed against me, and taunt my faults with such full and complete license as both truth and malice have power to utter. Tell me the truth even though you think the truth will make me angry. When our quick minds lie still, then our minds bring forth weeds; but when we tell our faults, then it is as if a field is being plowed in preparation for a future bountiful harvest. When we know our faults, then we can correct them. Fare you well, and leave us for a while.”

“I serve you at your noble pleasure,” the messenger said and then exited.

Mark Antony called for another messenger, “What is the news from Sicyon — the news? Speak!”

Sicyon, a city in the north of the Peloponnesus in Greece, is where Antony had left his wife, Fulvia.

An attendant asked at the door, “The messenger from Sicyon — is he here?”

Another attendant said to Mark Antony, “He is waiting for your orders.”

“Let him appear before me,” Mark Antony said. 

He then said to himself, “I must break these strong Egyptian fetters, or lose myself in dotage.”

Another messenger entered the room.

Mark Antony asked him, “Who are you?”

The messenger replied, “Fulvia, your wife, is dead.”

“Where did she die?”

“In Sicyon,” the messenger replied. “The length of her sickness, with what else more serious you need to know, is recounted in this document.”

He handed Mark Antony a letter.

“Leave me,” Mark Antony ordered.
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