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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 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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Dedicated to My Sister Brenda 
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Brenda wrote, “During COVID and when visitors were restricted from visiting their loved one in the assisted-living facility I worked at, a patient mentioned to me how much she liked spaghetti during a late-night conversation we had. She was a night owl like me. Her name was Dee. I called her “Gerdy.” Then she would say, “Dirty Gerdy,” and we’d laugh. On my way to work, I bought two spaghetti meals from Olive Garden. I left for work early that night. I went to work, set up outlet dinners in the dining room, went to her room and wheeled her down to the dining room where we had dinner together. At that time, the residents weren’t leaving their room and had their meals alone in their room. It was nighttime and everyone was already in bed, so I didn’t see a problem. She was so grateful and had enough food for three more meals. It was such a simple gesture, but during that time it meant so much to her and for me.”

Brenda once bought a newspaper at a gas station on Thanksgiving and tipped the female employee $5, and the employee cried.

Brenda wrote, “I do remember that. I also remember when George tipped a TeeJays waitress $100, and she cried. Our family does a lot of good deeds all the time: I unload people’s grocery carts when the people are in those electric scooters. If they are alone with a few groceries, I’ll leave cash for the cashier to pay for the groceries. I’ve had a lot of good deeds done to me when I didn’t have a lot of money. It feels good to pay it forward.” 

She added, “I just have one more thing to add and then I’m done. I’ve had a lot of people in my life do good deeds for me when I was at a low point on my life. I was at a low point for a very long time. David, you know what you’ve done for me, and I can never thank you enough. Martha paid for antibiotics for me when I had strep throat and didn’t have money. Rosa bought me groceries. Carla has done so much, and she had us over for Easter just after Chad died. When I say US, I mean all of my kids. She was so sick and ended up at the Emergency Room that same night. Frank gave me a car. And George buys my gas for me whenever he’s in Florida. And Mom and Dad were good people. I had a lot of good influences in my life that made me be a good person. At least I hope I’m a good person. I try to be someone Mom and Dad would be proud of.”

In a booklet she wrote about Hospice, Brenda wrote, “I used to send flowers to the funeral home, but years ago during the loss of my stepson, someone showed up to our door with a laundry basket of essential items: paper plates, plastic cups, trash bags, beverages, dish liquid, washing powder, napkins, and paper towels. Items I never knew we even needed until we needed them. Paper products are essential during this time. I have adopted this idea and now use it whenever we suffer the loss of a friend. I fill a laundry basket full of these essential items. We may also give restaurant gift cards to cover a dinner for an evening.”

Brenda also wrote, “I was a Hospice nurse for a patient in a facility, and I asked the nurse on duty to medicate my patient. She said she didn’t need it as she was sleeping, and the medications were PRN (as needed). I explained that she needed the medications. She said she can’t justify giving her medications. I said it’s called symptoms management. She said the patient will need to ask for the medication herself. I tried to educate the nurse, but she was offended and left the room. It’s important to be polite but firm. I make no apologies when I am advocating for someone who needs me. I had to call the Hospice doctor, who in turn called the facility nurse, who then quickly and efficiently medicated the patient as requested. Let’s face it, we’re not here to make friends. If it takes rudeness to do what’s right, I’ll be rude.”

***
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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.

C.S. Lewis pointed out that we must do some things, we ought to do some things, and we want to do some things. The things adults must do include paying the bills. The things adults ought to do include exercise. One of the things that C.S. Lewis wanted to do was to read fairy tales. He said that as long as the things we want to do don’t conflict with the things we have to do and the things we ought to do, then go ahead and do them.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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ASPER the presenter and supposed author of the play, who also plays the role of Macilente. He is a harsh critic.

GREX CHORUS (or AUDIENCE consisting) of Asper’s friends: 


CORDATUS Asper’s spokesman 

MITIS



PROLOGUE

CARLO BUFFONE a common jester

Carlo’s BOY his boy-servant 

MACILENTE a maliciously envious scholar 

SOGLIARDO a country bumpkin and would-be gentleman, Sordido’s brother

SORDIDO a rich farmer, Sogliardo’s brother, father of Fungoso and Fallace, and father-in-law of Deliro 

HIS HIND a farm laborer 

FUNGOSO an Inns of Court student, Sordido’s son, Fallace’s brother 

His TAILOR

His SHOEMAKER

His HABERDASHER a maker and/or seller of hats

FASTIDIOUS BRISK a courtier, would-be lover of Saviolina 

CINEDO his page. In Latin, cinaedus means “homosexual.”

PUNTARVOLO a knight

HIS LADY

HER WAITING-GENTLEWOMAN

HIS HUNTSMAN

HIS SERVINGMEN, TWO in number

HIS DOG a live greyhound 

HIS CAT 

DELIRO a merchant and moneylender, doting husband of Fallace 

FALLACE Deliro’s wife, Fungoso’s sister, and would-be mistress of Brisk 

FIDO Deliro and Fallace’s boy-servant

SHIFT a cavalier and pimp 

CLOVE a coxcomb. Coxcombs are fools. 

ORANGE his friend, another coxcomb 

RUSTICI country people 

SAVIOLINA a court lady 

MUSICIANS

NOTARY

A GROOM a servant, often taking care of horses

TWO DRAWERS at the Mitre Tavern, the elder named GEORGE. Servers of ale and wine

CONSTABLE and OFFICERS of the law 

QUEEN ELIZABETH I portrayed by an actor 

THE SCENE: INSULA FORTUNATA, AKA THE FORTUNATE ISLAND. Aka Britain. “The city” is London because St. Paul’s Cathedral is mentioned and is the location of one scene (3.1) in the play.

NOTES:

Ben Jonson’s society existed before the age of modern medicine. 

Doctors in Ben Jonson’s society believed that the human body had four humors, or vital fluids, that determined one’s temperament. Each humor made a contribution to the personality, and one humor could be predominant. For a human being to be sane and healthy, the four humors had to be present in the right amounts. If a man had too much of a certain humor, it would harm his personality and health.

Blood was the sanguine humor. A sanguine man was optimistic.

Phlegm was the phlegmatic humor. A phlegmatic man was calm.

Yellow bile was the choleric humor. A choleric man was angry. 

Black bile was the melancholic humor. A melancholic man was gloomy.

A humor can be a personal characteristic. 

A humor can also be a fancy or a whim.

A humor can also be a mood.

Asper’s humor (personal characteristic) was to be severely critical and satiric.

Sordido’s humor (personal characteristic) was to be severely greedy.

Sogliardo’s humor (personal characteristic) was to want to be a gentleman and to have Cavalier Shift as his role model.

Cavalier Shift’s humor (personal characteristic) was to want to be thought a brave man.

Fungoso’s humor (personal characteristic) was to be excessively socially ambitious and dressed in the very latest fashion.

Saviolina’s humor (personal characteristic) was to have an overly high opinion of herself.

Deliro’s humor (personal characteristic) was to excessively dote on his wife, Fallace.

Fallace’s humor (personal characteristic) was to excessively dote on Fastidious Brisk.

Fastidious Brisk’s humor (personal characteristic) was to want to be thought a highly desired and desirable courtier.

Puntarvolo’s humor (personal characteristic) was to travel and gamble on his travel. 

Macilente’s humor (personal characteristic) was to be maliciously envious.

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” at this time was not necessarily negative. It was often used affectionately.

In Ben Jonson’s society, a “clown” is a rustic, a countryman or countrywoman.

Queen Elizabeth I ruled England at the time of the play, whose first performance was in 1599.
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NOTES ON CHARACTERS
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ASPER [Sour]

A faultfinder. He is of an ingenious, intellectually gifted, free, and unrestrained spirit, eager, tart, and constant in reproof, without fear rebuking the world’s abuses; one whom no servile hope of gain or frosty apprehension of danger can make to be a parasite and sycophant, either to time, place, or opinion. 

MACILENTE [Lean, Thin]

A lean malcontent. A man well-endowed with natural abilities, a capable and sufficient scholar, and travelled, who, lacking that place in the world’s account which he thinks his merit is entitled to, falls into such an envious apoplexy, with which his judgment is so confounded and disgusted that he grows violently impatient of any contrasting happiness in another.

PUNTARVOLO [Wishes to Gamble]

A vainglorious knight, over-Englishing — over-elaborating and over-exaggerating — his travels and wholly consecrated to affecting eccentricity; the very Jacob’s staff of compliment; a sir who has lived to see the revolution of time in most of his apparel — he is old, and most of his clothing is no longer fashionable. Of dignified appearance good enough, but so palpably affected to his own praise that, for lack of flatterers, he commends himself to the floutage and mockery of his own family. He deals upon returns and strange performances, resolving, in spite of public derision, to stick to his own particular fashion, phrase, and gesture.

A Jacob’s staff was an instrument for measuring altitude. Puntarvolo enjoys using high-altitude (high-flown) language.

He praises himself so much and so extravagantly that others mock him.

“Returns and strange performances” are things to gamble on. A traveler could bet that he could return from a hazardous journey within a certain time; others could bet that he would not be able to do it. An example of a strange performance is actor Will Kemp’s betting that he could dance the morris dance from London to Norwich.

CARLO BUFFONE [Charles the Jester]

A public, scurrilous, and profane jester, who, more swift than Circe, with absurd similes will transform any person into deformity. A good feast-hound or banquet-beagle who will scent out a supper some three miles away, and who will swear to his patrons (“God damn me if I did not!”) that he came in oars when he was only wafted over in a sculler. A contemptible person who has an extraordinary gift in pleasing his palate, and will swill up more sack (white wine) at a sitting than would make all the guard a posset (medicinal drink). His religion is railing, and his discourse ribaldry. They stand highest in his respect whom he studies most to reproach.

Circe is the goddess who turned Odysseus’ men into swine in Homer’s Odyssey.

Carlo Buffone is a man who gets himself invited to dinners hosted by rich people. He will swear that he crossed the Thames River in an expensive boat with lots of oars, but he actually used less-expensive means of transportation: a rowboat with a pair of oars or a small boat with one oar. He entertains his hosts with malicious gossip and indelicate tales.

A posset is a drink containing milk curdled by wine or ale.

FASTIDIOUS BRISK [Well-Dressed]

A neat, foppish, spruce, full-of-affectations courtier; one who wears clothes well and in fashion, practices by his mirror how to salute and greet people of high social class, speaks good fragments of others’ wit (notwithstanding his fashionable use of the bass viol and tobacco to punctuate his conversation), swears tersely and with variety, cares not what lady’s favor [letter, gift, or sexual conquest] he belies or what great man’s familiarity he belies. A good property to perfume the boot of a coach. He will borrow another man’s horse to appraise it and then ride the horse as if it were his own; or, if he lacks money, on foot can post — ride quickly — himself into credit with his merchant only with the jingle of his spur and the jerk of his wand (whip).

Fastidious Brisk uses perfume. Attendants sat in the boot of the coach, and Brisk’s perfume improved the smell of the air there. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “boot” in this way: “An uncovered space on or by the steps on each side, where attendants sat, facing sideways.”

Although Fastidious Brisk has no horse, he wears spurs and carries a whip so that other people, including merchants, think that he is wealthy enough to own a horse. This is a scheme to persuade merchants to give him credit.

DELIRO [Fool]

A good doting — foolish — citizen, who, it is thought, is wealthy enough that he might be a member of the common council. A fellow sincerely besotted with his own wife, and so rapt with a belief in her perfections that he simply holds himself unworthy of her; and in that hoodwinked — as if blindfolded — humor, lives more like a suitor than a husband, standing in as true dread of her displeasure as when he first wooed her. He sacrifices twopence in juniper to her every morning before she rises, and he wakes her with villainous out-of-tune music, which she, out of her contempt (though not out of her judgment) is sure to dislike.

Deliro treats his wife as if she were a goddess. He burns sweet-smelling juniper as a sacrifice to her, just as devotees burn incense to honor their god.

FALLACE [Illusion]

Deliro’s wife and idol, a proud, mincing, petted darling, and as perverse as he is officious. She dotes as perfectly upon the courtier Fastidious Brisk as her husband dotes on her, and lacks only the effrontery to be adulterous.

SAVIOLINA [Moderately Witty]

A court lady whose weightiest praise is a light, shallow wit, admired by herself and one more, her admirer Brisk.

SORDIDO [Sordid and Corrupt]

A wretched hobnailed rustic miser and chatterer, whose recreation is reading of almanacs, and whose felicity is foul weather; one who never prayed but for a lean dearth of wheat due to crop failure, and always wept in a fat harvest.

Almanacs forecast weather and crop yields. Sordido hoards grain and hopes for a lean harvest so he can sell grain at a high price.

FUNGOSO [A Mushroom, aka an Upstart]

The son of Sordido, and a student; one who has reveled — including in the festivities of the Inns of Court after Christmas — in his time and follows the fashion afar off, like a spy. He makes it the whole bent of his endeavors to wring sufficient means from his wretched father to put him in the courtier’s fashion; at which he earnestly aims, but so unluckily, that he still alights short a suit.

Fungoso metaphorically bends his bow, takes aim at a target, and shoots, but his arrow alights — lands — short of his mark. Fungoso wants to dress like a courtier, but he fails.

SOGLIARDO [Fool]

An essential (in the highest sense) clown and rustic, brother to Sordido, yet so enamored of the title and status of a gentleman that he will have it although he has to pay for it. He comes up every London law-term to learn to take tobacco and see new motions. He is in his kingdom when he can get himself into company where he may be well laughed at.

Motions are 1) puppet-shows, and 2) events that take place in courts of law.

SHIFT [Conman and Trickster]

A threadbare shark, rogue, and petty swindler; one who never was a soldier, yet is a con man who makes money by begging while pretending he was a soldier. His profession is skeldering (fraudulent begging) and odling (cheating), his bank is St. Paul’s Cathedral, and his warehouse is Pickt-hatch, a place of brothels. Borrows single testons (sixpences) upon oaths until doomsday. Falls under executions of three shillings and enters into five-groat bonds. He waylays the reports of notable military exploits and cons them without book (that is, he hears the reports and memorizes them), damning himself by lying that he came freshly from the military exploit, when all the while he was taking the diet (that is, undertaking a cure for venereal disease) in a bawdy house or lay pawned in his chamber for rent and victuals. He is of that admirable and happy memory that he will salute — greet — one for an old acquaintance whom he never saw in his life before. He lays claim to cheats, quarrels, and robberies that he never did, only to get himself a reputation. His chief activities are taking the whiff of tobacco, squiring a prostitute and pimping her or using her services, and covertly looking for imparters — people who will part with their money by lending it to him, or people who can give him information he can use, perhaps to help him pretend to be a soldier.

Pickt-hatch was a bad part of town where Shift stored — warehoused — stolen goods.

An execution is a writ of execution. Shift cannot repay three shillings, and so a writ of execution is taken out to seize his property to repay the three shillings.

Sometimes, Shift would have to stay in his room because he had pawned everything of value he owned, perhaps including his clothing.

Shift pretends to recognize people he has never seen before as a way to worm himself into their acquaintanceship and con them.

CLOVE and ORANGE [Effeminate Fools]

An inseparable pair of coxcombs, aka fools, city-born; the Gemini or twins of foppery who, like a pair of wooden rapiers, are fit for nothing but to be practiced upon (cheated or fooled). Being well flattered, they’ll lend money, and repent when they have done. Their glory is to feast actors and give suppers; and in company of better rank, to avoid the suspicion of intellectual insufficiency, will enforce their ignorance most desperately, to set upon the understanding of anything. Orange is the more preposterous of the two, whose small portion of juice being squeezed out, Clove serves to stick him with commendations. 

Clove and Orange are both fools, but they pretend — or even believe — that they are more intelligent than they are. They force their ignorance on other, smarter people.

When Orange speaks, Clove lavishes him with praise. 

CORDATUS [Wise and Prudent]

The author’s friend, a man intimately and closely acquainted with the scope and drift — the aim and design — of the author’s plot; of a discreet, prudent, and understanding judgment, and has the place of a moderator, arbitrator, and judge.

MITIS [Gentle]

Is a person of no action, and therefore we have reason to afford him no character.

BENA NOTA: 

It was not near his thoughts who has published this either to traduce and defame the author or to make vulgar and cheap any of the individual and distinguished merits of the actors, but rather, whereas many censures fluttered about it, to give all leave and leisure to judge with distinction.
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INDUCTION
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The induction is an introduction.

The trumpet sounded for the second time. The first sounding of the trumpet was to tell audience members to take their places, and the third and final sounding would announce the beginning of the Prologue. The middle sounding was a warning that audience members really needed to take their places.

Asper and two of his friends — Cordatus and Mitis — strode onto the stage of a playhouse. Asper would be an actor in the play his friends were going to see. His two friends were running after him. Asper was angry, and they wanted to calm him. Audience members — including you, dear reader — were in attendance.

Asper was also the author of the play about to be presented on that stage. 

In Ben Jonson’s day, the word “asper” meant harsh, severe, and stern. As a satirist, Asper was about to severely criticize society.

Cordatus began, “Nay, my dear Asper —”

Mitis began, “Stay your mind, and calm yourself —”

Asper said:

“Go away!

“Who is so capable of enduring this impious world that he can check his spirit or rein his tongue? Who can control himself in this impious and wicked world and refrain from criticizing it?

“Or who has such a dead unfeeling sense that heaven’s horrid thunders cannot awaken it? 

“To see the earth, cracked with the weight of sin, hell gaping under us, and over our heads black ravenous ruin with her sail-stretched wings ready like a bird of prey to sink us down and cover us.

“Who can behold such prodigies — monstrous, unnatural events — as these and have his lips sealed up? 

“Not I. My soul was never ground into such oily colors to flatter vice and daub iniquity — I can’t paint a pretty picture of this impious world.

“Instead, with an armed and resolved hand, I’ll strip the ragged, torn, faulty follies of the time as naked as people are at their birth —”

Asper was a satirist who wished to point out the faults of this world. He wanted to metaphorically strip and whip wicked offenders.

“Don’t be too bold,” Cordatus interrupted.

Asper said, “You trouble me with your interruption!”

He then continued his diatribe from where he had left off:

“— and with a whip of steel print wounding lashes in their iron ribs.

“I fear no angry mood, stamped in a private brow when I am pleased to unmask a public vice.

“I fear no strumpet’s poisons nor ruffian’s stab, should I detect their hateful lusts.

“I fear no pawnbroker’s, bawd’s, usurer’s, or lawyer’s extortionate grip, if I were disposed to say that they’re all corrupt.

“I fear no courtier’s frown, should I ‘applaud’ the easy flexure of his supple hams as he frequently bows.

“Tut, these are so innate and inborn, vulgar, and common that drunken Custom — habituated vice — would not shame to laugh in scorn at any satirist who would just dare to tax them.

“And yet, not one of these but knows Custom’s works, knows what damnation is, the devil, and hell. Yet hourly they persist, grow grossly luxuriant and foul-smelling in sin, blasting their souls away in perjurious, lying puffs of air, to cherish their extortion, pride, or lusts.”

“Stop, good Asper,” Mitis said. “Don’t be like your name.”

Asper’s name means “harsh.” He is a harsh critic.

Asper continued:

“Oh, but to such corrupt people, whose faces are all filled with religious zeal, and who, with the words of Hercules, attack such crimes as these, who will not smell of sin, but seem as if they were made of sanctity, religion in their garments, and their hair cut shorter than their eyebrows —” 

Asper was criticizing hypocrisy. The Puritans were thought to be hypocrites.

Puritans talked much about religious zeal, and their hairstyle was short. 

Hercules suffered fits of madness during which he ranted.

Asper continued:

“— when the conscience is vaster than the ocean, and devours and swallows up more wretches than the Counters —”

The Counters are prisons. 

Asper was criticizing conscientious Puritans who condemned more people than could be held in London’s two prisons for debtors. The Puritans’ ability to morally condemn other people became as wide and deep as the ocean.

Mitis said, “Gentle Asper, contain your spirit in much stricter boundaries, and don’t be thus carried away with the violence of your strongly held thoughts and beliefs.”

Cordatus said, “Unless your breath has the godlike power to melt and destroy the world and mold and make it anew again, it is in vain to expend it in these moods.”

Looking around, Asper said, “I did not see this thronged round until now.”

The round was the area around the stage. Asper and his two friends were standing on stage.

Asper addressed the audience, including you, dear readers:

“Gracious and kind spectators, you are welcome.

“May Apollo and the Muses feast your eyes with graceful objects, and may our Minerva — Queen Elizabeth I — answer your hopes to their largest strain — to their utmost.”

Apollo was the god of music and poetry. The nine Muses were goddesses of the arts. Minerva was the Roman equivalent of the Greek Athena, goddess of wisdom.

Asper continued:

“Yet here — don’t mistake me, judicious friends — I do not say this to beg your patience, or servilely to fawn on your applause like some dry, unfruitful brain, despairing in his merit.”

Asper then invited critics to criticize his ideas:

“Let me be criticized by the austerest brow.

“Where I lack art and skill in my conception and expression, or where I lack judgment in my handling of my conception and expression, please tax and criticize me freely.

“Let envious, carping critics with their most sweeping eyes look through and through me; I pursue no favor.

“Only grant me your attentions, and I will give you music worth your ears.

“Oh, how I hate the monstrousness of time, where every servile imitating spirit, plagued with an itching, contagious leprosy of wit, in a mere lame fury strives to fling his ulcerous body in the Thespian spring of poetic inspiration, and straightaway leaps forth a poet, but as lame as Vulcan or the founder of Cripplegate.”

Vulcan is the Roman equivalent of the Greek Hephaestus. He was the lame blacksmith god.

Cripplegate, one of the seven gates of Old London, was popularly supposed to have been built by a lame man who had become wealthy.

Not every playwright is competent or original.

Mitis said, “In faith, this humor will seem offensive to some. You will be thought to be too peremptory and dogmatic.”

The word “humor” was popular at the time and had many meanings. Mitis was using it to mean “mood.”

Picking up on the word “humor,” Asper said, “‘This humor’? It’s good you used that phrase just now, and can you explain why you used the phrase ‘this humor,’ Mitis?”

Mitis began to turn away, wishing to avoid a discussion of the meaning or meanings of the word “humor.”

Asper told him, “Nay, do not turn away, but answer me.”

“Answer?” Mitis said. “Answer what?”

Asper said:

“I will not stir your patience, pardon me.

“I urged my question about humor for some reasons, and the rather to give these ignorant ‘well-spoken’ days some taste of their abuse of this word ‘humor.’”

“‘Well-spoken’” with the ironic quotes means “eloquent but ignorant.”

“Humor” was an in-vogue word, used by many people with various meanings.

Asper considered some of those meanings to be incorrect.

“Oh, do not let your purpose lapse, good Asper,” Cordatus said. “It cannot but arrive at a most acceptable conclusion, chiefly to such people as have the happiness daily to see how the poor innocent word is racked, distorted, and tortured.”

Cordatus agreed with Asper that the word “humor” was frequently misused.

“Aye, please, proceed,” Mitis said.

Asper, who had been thinking and not paying attention, said, “Ha? What? What is it?”

“Tell us about the abuse of the word ‘humor,’” Cordatus said.

Ben Jonson’s society existed before the age of modern medicine. 

Doctors in Ben Jonson’s society believed that the human body had four humors, or vital fluids, that determined one’s temperament. Each humor made a contribution to the personality, and one humor could be predominant. For a human being to be sane and healthy, the four humors had to be present in the right amounts. If a man had too much of a certain humor, it would harm his personality and health.

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 (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).

The above is the definition of “humor” that Asper believed was correct.

Asper said: 

“Oh, I beg your pardon. I was lost in my thoughts. 

Asper now defined humor:

“Why, humor (as it is, ens, aka entity) we thus define to be a quality of air or water, and in itself it holds these two properties, moisture and flexure, aka fluidity or ability to flow. 

“As for demonstration: Pour water on this floor, and it will wet and run. Likewise, the air, forced through a horn or trumpet, flows instantly away and leaves behind a kind of dew or condensation. 

“And hence we do conclude that whatsoever has flexure (fluidity) and humidity, as wanting power to contain itself, is humor. So in every human body the choler, melancholy, phlegm, and blood, by reason that they flow continually in some one part and are not continent, but are incontinent and always flowing, receive the name of humors. 

“Now, thus far it may by metaphor — figuratively — apply itself unto the general disposition, as when some individual, singular, peculiar quality does so possess a man that it draws all his affections, desires, and feelings, his spirits, and his powers in their confluxions — their actions of flowing together — all to run one way.

“This may be truly said to be a humor.”

Other people believed that a humor could be a personal characteristic, a fancy or a whim, or a mood.

A personal characteristic could be an eccentricity, such as affectation in clothing.

Asper, however, did not regard affectation in clothing to be a true humor:

“But that a rook — a lout — in wearing a pied feather — the cable hatband or the three-piled ruff, a yard of shoe-tie or the Switzer’s knot on his French garters, should affect a humor, oh, it is more than most ridiculous.”

A pied feather is a parti-colored plume — a feather dyed more than one color.

A cable hatband is a twisted cord worn around a hat.

A three-piled ruff is a three-layered collar.

Shoe-ties are decorations made of ribbon and worn on a shoe.

The Switzer’s knot is a garter worn below the knee by Swiss soldiers.

French garters are made of silk or taffeta.

People were claiming that their affectation in clothing was a humor.

“He speaks pure truth,” Cordatus said. “Now, if an idiot should have but an apish — foolishly affected or imitative — or fantastic strain, it is his humor.”

In other words, if anyone exhibited any kind of eccentricity, perhaps (or probably) intentionally, that person called it his or her humor.

Speaking as a satirist and as the supposed author of the satiric play about to be performed, Asper said, “Well, I will scourge and whip those apes, and to these courteous eyes” — he meant the audience — “I will set opposite to their gaze a mirror as large as is the stage whereon we act, where they shall see the time’s deformity anatomized — dissected — in every nerve and sinew, with constant courage and contempt of fear.”

“Asper, I urge it as your friend, take heed and be careful,” Mitis said. “The days are dangerous, full of objection and faultfinding and complaint, and men are grown impatient of reproof.”

Asper laughed and then replied:

“You might as well have told me that yonder is heaven.”

He pointed to the underside of the cover over the stage; the underside was painted like the sky.

Asper continued:

“You might as well have told me that this stage is the earth, these pillars are men, and these things all move like the things they represent.

“Don’t I know the times’ condition?

“Yes, Mitis, I know the times’ condition, and their souls, and who they are who either will or can make an objection against me. They are none but a group of fools, so sick in taste that they scorn all medicine of the mind, and, like camels made sore because of chafing, kick at every touch — they fight the people who are trying to help them.

“Good men and virtuous spirits who loath their vices will cherish my free labors, love my lines, and with the fervor of their shining grace make my brain fruitful to bring forth more objects worthy their serious and attentive eyes.

“But why do I so urge this, as if my argument were faint and weak? 

“No, if any person here should happen to see himself in the portrayal of any actor on stage, let him not dare to accuse me of doing wrong, for if he is ashamed to have his follies known, first he should be ashamed to enact them.”

More usually, people don’t see themselves when actors portray the audience’s vices — but they do see their neighbors. Later, Jonathan Swift would write, “Satire is a sort of glass [mirror] wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own; which is the chief reason for that kind reception it meets with in the world, and that so very few are offended with it.”

Asper continued:

“My strict hand was made to seize on vice, and, with a firm grip, to crush out the humor of such spongy souls as lap up every idle vanity.”

Cordatus said about Asper, “Why, this is genuine furor poeticus! The poets’ inspired frenzy!”

He then said to the audience, “Kind gentlemen [and gentlewomen], we hope your patience will yet conceive the best interpretation of his actions or entertain this supposition: that a madman speaks.”

Asper called to the actors, who were offstage, “Are you ready there?”

He then said, “Mitis, sit down, and my Cordatus, sit down, too.”

He called to the trumpeters, “Sound, ho, and begin!”

When the trumpets would next sound, that would be the signal for the prologue to begin. Actually, the trumpets would sound not immediately, but a little later. 

Asper said to his two friends, “I will leave you two as judges to sit here, observe what I present, and liberally speak your opinions upon every scene as it shall pass the view of these spectators.”

He called to the trumpeters, “Nay, now, you’re tedious, sirs. For shame, begin!”

Asper then said, “And Mitis, note for me if in all this collection of faces of the audience you can espy a gallant of this type, who, to be thought one of the judicious, sits with his arms thus wreathed” — Asper folded his arms tightly in the position a judgmental critic would fold them — “his hat pulled here” — Asper demonstrated the way a judgmental critic would wear his hat — “cries a derisive ‘mew’ and nods, then shakes his empty head, and will show more various motions — expressions — in his face than the new London, Rome, or Nineveh.”

“Motions” were puppet-plays as well as expressions. London was probably about the giants Gog and Magog, Nineveh was probably about Jacob and the whale, and Rome was probably about Julius Caesar.

Asper continued his description of a judgmental critic: “And now and then he breaks a dry biscuit jest — a stale joke, which, so that it may more easily be chewed, he steeps and soaks in his own laughter.”

People would float a piece of dry toast in a mug of ale and then consume both the toast and the ale.

“Why, will that make it be sooner swallowed?” Cordatus asked.

Asper replied, “Oh, assure yourself it will, or if it did not, yet as Horace sings, Jejunus raro stomachus vulgaria temnit — that is, ‘Mean cates are always welcome to hungry guests.’”

“Mean cates” are common food, not delicacies.

“That is true, but why should we observe them, Asper?” Cordatus asked.

Why keep an eye on the judgmental critics?

Asper answered:

“Oh, I would know them, for in such assemblies they’re more infectious than the pestilence. And therefore I would give them pills to purge — emetics or laxatives — and make them fit for fair societies. How monstrous and detested is it to see a fellow who has neither art nor brain sit like an Aristarchus, or a stark ass” — Aristarchus of Samothrace was an ancient Greek literary critic — “taking exception to men’s lines with a tobacco face in snuff, always spitting, using his twisted, contorted looks, in nature of a vice, to wrest and turn the good aspect of those who shall sit near him from what they do behold! Oh, it is most vile.”

Critics can be good or bad. A good satirist can justly criticize a bad society. A bad critic can unjustly criticize a good play.

Mitis began, “Nay, Asper —”

Asper said:

“Peace, Mitis, be quiet. I know what you are thinking: You’ll say that your — that is, my — audience will take exception at this. 

“Pish, you are too timorous and full of fear. Then it is he, a patient, shall reject all medicine because the physician tells him you are sick.”

In other words, you say that the audience will take exception at my words and so I ought not to say them, although my words are meant to heal despite inflicting pain. It is as if a physician were to tell you that you are sick, and because you are timorous and full of fear, and you don’t want others to feel that way, the others have no chance of getting the same medicine although they suffer from the same illness that you do.

Asper continued:

“Or, if I say that he is vicious, you will not hear of virtue.”

In other words, if I say that someone is sinful, you will shield that person from hearing me although I then talk about virtue.

Asper continued:

“Come, you’re foolish. 

“Shall I be so extravagant to think that happy judgments and composed, self-possessed spirits will challenge me for taxing such as these?

“I am ashamed —”

Cordatus interrupted, “— nay, but good sir, pardon us. We must not endure this peremptory sailing on and criticizing us but instead use our best endeavors how to please the audience. We can’t ignore the interests of the audience.”

Asper replied:

“Why, therein I commend your careful thoughts, and I will join with you in working to please the audience. 

“But whom shall we please? 

“Attentive auditors, such as will join their profit with their pleasure, and come to feed their understanding parts and satisfy their intellect? For these, I’ll prodigally expend my energy and speak my spirit away into air with my satiric speeches. For these, I’ll melt my brain into invention, coin new ideas, and hang my richest words as polished jewels in the audience’s bounteous ears.

“But wait, I am losing myself and wronging the actors’ patience. If I stay on stage and dwell here, the actors will not begin, I see.”

He said to Cordatus and Mitis, “Friends, sit here still, and entertain this troop of audience members with some familiar talk and chit-chat. I’ll hasten the trumpeters and make them sound.”

When the trumpet sounded, the Prologue would walk onto the stage. During the prologue, Asper would dress for his part in the play.

Asper then said to the audience:

“Now, gentlemen, I go to turn myself into an actor and a humorist.”

A humorist 1) is subject to humors, and/or 2) is comical.

Asper continued:

“Here, before I resume my present person, we hope to make the circles of your eyes flow with distilled laughter — tears of laughter. If we fail, we must impute it to this sole, single chance: ‘Art has an enemy called ignorance.’”

He exited to get dressed for his role in his play.

“How do you like his spirit, Mitis?” Cordatus asked.

“I would like it much better if he were less confident,” Mitis said.

“Why, do you suspect his merit?” Cordatus asked.

“No, but I fear this spirit of his will procure him much malice against him,” Mitis said.

“Oh, that sets the stronger seal on his merit,” Cordatus said. “If he had no enemies, I should esteem his fortunes most wretched at this instant.”

A savage satirist such as Asper should have enemies. A savage satirist without enemies is a bad savage satirist. Asper does have enemies and so he may be a good savage satirist.

“You have seen his play, Cordatus,” Mitis said. “Please tell me, how is it?”

“Indeed, sir, I must refrain from judging it,” Cordatus said. “Only this I can say of it, it is strange, and of a particular kind by itself, somewhat like Vetus Comoedia. A work that has bounteously pleased me; how it will answer the general expectation and be received by the audience, I don’t know.”

Vetus Comoedia is Old Comedy, such as the comic plays of the ancient Greek playwright Aristophanes. It is also early English comic plays.

“Does he observe all the laws of comedy in it?” Mitis asked.

“What laws do you mean?” Cordatus asked.

Mitis replied, “Why, the equal division of it into acts and scenes, according to the Terentian manner; the correct number of actors; the furnishing of the scene with grex or chorus; and that the whole plot fall within the compass of a single day.”

Terence was a Roman playwright who divided his plays into five acts.

Ben Jonson’s grex or chorus consisted of Cordatus and Mitis, who would comment on and criticize his play.

“Oh, no, these are too nice — foolish or over-strict — observations,” Cordatus said.

“They are such as must be received, if you don’t mind my saying so, or it cannot be authentic,” Mitis said. “They must be accepted as authoritative.”

“To tell the truth, I can discern no such necessity,” Cordatus said.

“No?” Mitis said.

Cordatus now began to talk about theatrical history as the people of Ben Jonson’s day understood it. Some of what they believed was correct, and some was incorrect:

“No, I assure you, signor. 

“If those laws you speak of had been delivered to us ab initio — from the beginning — and in their present excellence and perfection, there would be some reason for obeying their rules. But it is manifest that that which we call comoedia was at first nothing but a simple and continuous satire, aka satyr’s dance and songs, sung by one only person, until Susario invented a second, after him Epicharmus a third; Phormus and Chionides devised to have four actors, with a prologue and chorus, to which Cratinus, long after, added a fifth and sixth, Eupolis more, Aristophanes more than they. 

“Every man in the dignity of his spirit and judgment supplied something. 

“And, although it is true that in Aristophanes this kind of poem” — “poem” was Ben Jonson’s preferred word for “play” — “appeared completely and fully perfected, yet how is the face of it changed since, in Menander, Philemon, Cecilius, Plautus, and the rest, who have utterly excluded the chorus, altered the social levels and conditions of the characters, their names, and natures, and augmented it with all liberty according to the elegancy and disposition of those times wherein they wrote. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
’s Every Man Out of His Humor:






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





