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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 (or get free) 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 (or get free) one copy of this eBook and give copies to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to buy (or get free) 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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Male Characters

Machevil, the Prologue.

Barabas, the rich Jew of Malta.

Ferneze, Governor of Malta.

Selim Calymath, Son to the Emperor of Turkey.

Callapine, a Pasha (high-ranking Turkish official).

Don Mathias, Friend to Don Lodowick. In love with Abigail. “Don” is a Spanish title.

Don Lodowick, the Governor’s Son. Friend to Don Mathias. In love with Abigail.

Martin del Bosco, the Spanish Vice-Admiral.

Ithamore, a Turkish Slave to Barabas.

Friar Jacomo.

Friar Barnardine.

Pilia-Borza, a Thief in league with Bellamira.

Two Merchants.

Three Jews.

Female Characters

Abigail, Daughter to Barabas.

Katherine, Mother to Mathias.

Bellamira, a Courtesan.

Abbess.

Minor Characters

Nuns, Knights, Officers, Pashas, Turks, Guard, Slaves, Messenger, Carpenters, Attendants.

Scene: Malta.

NOTES:

Machevil is the spirit of Niccolò Machiavelli, author of The Prince. From his name we get the adjective “Machiavellian.” The name “Machevil,” a version of the name “Machiavelli” that was used in Renaissance England, suggests “Make evil.” People of the time believed that Machiavelli’s ideas were immoral and that he was an atheist.

Barabbas was released to the Jews instead of Jesus in Matthew 27:15-26. Jesus was then crucified. Barabbas is described as a murderer in Mark 15:7 and Luke 23:19, and as a thief in John 18:40.

The name “Pilia-Borza” comes from the Italian pigliaborza, which means “pick-purse” or “pick-pocket.”

The name “Bellamira” is “bella mira,” which is Spanish for “beautiful — look!”

“Selim” is the name of a son of Suleiman the Magnificent, who ruled Turkey during the 1565 siege of Malta, which the Christian defenders won.

The play was first published in 1633, and the title on the title page is The Famous Tragedy of the Rich Jew of Malta. These days, the title is usually The Jew of Malta. 

The Knights of Malta are the Knights of Saint John of Jerusalem. In 1530, King Charles I of Spain, who was also King of Sicily, allowed them to settle on Malta, where they established their headquarters. Earlier, the Knights of Saint John of Jerusalem had their headquarters on the island of Rhodes, but in 1522, after a siege, the Turks conquered the island.

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

Words such as “you” and “your” were more formal and respectful.

The title “sirrah” was used to refer to a male of lower status, such as a servant or a slave, than the speaker. 

Turkey is a country in which Islam is the majority religion.
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THE PROLOGUE
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Machevil says this to you, the reader:

“Although the world thinks that Machevil is dead, yet his soul has only flown beyond the Alps, and now that the Duke of Guise, leader of the 1572 Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in which Catholics murdered Huguenots, aka French Protestants, is dead, Machevil’s soul has come from France to view this land of England and frolic with his friends, devotees of The Prince.”

People of Christopher Marlowe’s day believed that Machiavelli’s ideas had been adopted in France after travelling from Italy, and they hoped that those ideas would not reach and be adopted in England.

Machevil continued, “To some perhaps my name is odious; but such people as love me guard and protect me from the tongues of my enemies — or they themselves do not mention me. Let them — my followers, and my detractors — know that I am Machevil, and I don’t value men, and therefore I don’t value men’s words.

“Admired and wondered at I am by those who hate me most. Although some speak openly against my books, yet they will read me and thereby attain to Peter’s chair — the Papacy — and when they cast me off and abandon what I have taught them, my ambitious followers poison them.

“I regard religion only as a childish toy and trifle and hold that there is no sin but ignorance. Birds of the air will tell of murders past? I am ashamed to hear such fooleries.”

Machevil was referring to such stories as this: Robbers murdered the ancient Greek poet Ibykos in the 6th century B.C.E. Before dying, he exclaimed to the robbers that some birds — cranes — nearby would be his avengers. The robbers laughed at him. When the robbers entered a city later, one of the robbers saw some cranes and shouted, “Look — the avengers of Ibykos.” This aroused the curiosity of the citizens of the city, who — after investigating and discovering that the robbers had murdered Ibykos — put the robbers to death.

Machevil continued, “Many will talk of title to a crown, but what right had Julius Caesar to the empire?”

Machevil admired Julius Caesar for seizing power. 

He continued, “Might first made kings, and laws were then most sure when, like the notoriously severe ancient Greek lawmaker Draco’s harsh and draconian laws, they were written in blood.

“Hence comes it that a strong-built citadel commands much more than letters and literature — such as The Letters of Phalaris — can import: If Phalaris had only observed this maxim, he’d never bellowed in a bronze bull because of great ones’ envy.”

Phalaris was a cruel ruler of the city Agrigentum in Sicily. He commissioned Perillus to construct a hollow bull of metal to be used as an instrument of torture. The victim was placed inside the bull, and then the bull was heated. As the victim roasted, the victim screamed. Phalaris ordered that the bull be constructed in such a way that the screams of the victims sounded like the bellowing of a bull.

After the craftsman Perillus constructed the bull — something that he ought not to have done — Phalaris made him the first victim to be placed in the bull and roasted. This is poetic justice. Additional poetic justice occurred when Phalaris was overthrown and also became a victim in the bull.

If Perillus had a redeeming feature, for most people it would be his love of letters and literature, but Machevil regarded that love as a defect: Better that he work to retain power than to study letters.

Machevil continued, “Let me be envied and not pitied by the poor petty people!

“But whither am I bound — what did I come here to say? I come not to give a lecture here in Britain, but instead to present the tragedy of a Jew who smiles to see how full his moneybags are crammed, which money was not gotten without my means.

“I crave only this. Honor the rich Jew of Malta as he deserves, and let him not be the worse received as a guest because he favors — resembles and sides with — me.”

Readers are unlikely to be inclined to like Barabas, the rich Jew of Malta, because of Machevil’s recommendation. In fact, if Barabas is the kind of person Machevil likes, readers will be inclined to dislike him.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —
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Barabas was in his counting house — a place for working on his business accounts and storing his treasure — with heaps of gold before him.

He said to himself, “So in this venture thus much profit was made. A third part of the Persian ships was enough for the venture to be summed and satisfied — tallied up and paid off.”

Two-thirds of the money he had received from his venture was profit; the other one-third covered his expenses.

He continued, “As for those Samnites and the men of Uz who bought my Spanish oils and wines of Greece, here have I pursed their paltry silverlings — silver coins each worth a Jewish shekel. Damn, what a trouble it is to count this silver trash!

“May the Arabians continue to fare well — the Arabians who so richly pay with ingots of gold for the things they bargain for. A man may easily in a day count those gold ingots that may maintain him all his life.

“The needy servant who never fingered a groat — a small silver coin — would consider that many silver coins a miracle, but he whose steel-barred coffers are crammed full, and all his lifetime has been tired, wearying his fingertips with counting small silver coins, would in his age be loath to labor so, and for a pound to sweat himself to death.

“Give me the merchants of the Indian mines who trade in metal of the purest kind. Give me the wealthy Moor, who in the eastern rocks — the Arabian Desert — freely and without restraint can pick his riches up and in his house heap up pearls — precious stones — like pebbles. He gathers them for free and sells them not individually but by the gross weight: bags of fiery opals, sapphires, amethysts, orange-red gems, hard topaz, grass-green emeralds, beauteous rubies, sparkling diamonds, and seldom-seen costly stones of such great price that one of them, impartially valued and of a carat of this quantity, may serve in a time of calamity to ransom great kings from captivity.

“This is the merchandise wherein consists my wealth. And therefore I think that men of judgment should arrange their means of business away from the vulgar trade, and as their wealth increases, so enclose infinite riches in a little room.”

Barabas was talking about treasure stored in a small space, but Christian believers used “infinite riches in a little room” to refer to the unborn Christ in the Virgin Mary’s womb.

Stepping into the street outside his counting house, Barabas continued, “But where is the wind now blowing? Into what corner points my halcyon’s bill?”

In this culture, people would use the body of a halcyon — the bird known as the kingfisher — as a kind of weathervane, hanging it up in a place where the wind could blow against it.

He continued, “Ha! To the east? Yes — see how stands the weathervane! East and by south: southeast. Why, then I hope my ships I sent for Egypt and the bordering isles of Cypress and Crete have reached the Nile’s winding banks.

“My argosy — my large merchant ships — from Alexandria, laden with spice and silks, now under sail, are smoothly gliding down by Candy shore — along the coast of Crete — to Malta, through our Mediterranean Sea.”

“Candy” was “Candia,” which the Italians called Crete.

Hearing a noise, Barabas said, “But who comes here?”

A merchant arrived.

“What is the news?” Barabas asked.

“Barabas, your ships are safe,” the merchant said. “They are riding at anchor in the Malta roadstead — the harbor — and all the merchants with all their merchandise have safely arrived, and have sent me to learn whether you will come and pay their way through customs.”

“The ships are safe, you say, and richly laden with goods?” Barabas asked.

“They are,” the merchant confirmed.

“Why, then go tell them to come ashore and bring with them their bills of entry,” Barabas said. “I hope our credit in the custom-house will serve as well as if I were present there. Go send them sixty camels, thirty mules, and twenty wagons, to bring up the wares.

“But are you master of a ship of mine, and is your credit not enough for that?”

“The customs duties alone come to more than many merchants of the town are worth, and therefore far exceed my credit, sir,” the merchant said.

“Go tell them that the Jew of Malta sent you, man,” Barabas said. “Bah, who among them does not know who Barabas is?”

“I go now,” the merchant said.

Barabas said to himself, “So, then, there’s some of my ships arrived safely.”

He then asked the merchant, who was starting to leave, “Sirrah, which of my ships are you the master of?”

The word “sirrah” was used to refer to a man of lower social status than the speaker.

The merchant replied, “I am the master of the Speranza, sir.”

In Italian, “speranza” means hope.

“And didn’t you see my fleet of merchant ships at Alexandria?” Barabas said. “You could not come from Egypt or by Cairo, but at the entry there into the sea, where the Nile River pays his tribute by flowing into the Mediterranean Sea. You necessarily must sail by Alexandria.”

“I neither saw them nor inquired about them,” the merchant said. “But this we heard some of our seamen say: They wondered how you dared to trust such crazed and unseaworthy vessels with so much wealth, and during so far a journey.”

Barabas said sarcastically, “Tush, they are wise!”

He added without sarcasm, “I know my ships and their strength. But go, go on your way, unload your ship, and tell my commercial agent to bring his bill of lading in.” 

The merchant exited.

Barabas said to himself, “And yet I wonder about this fleet of merchant ships.” 

A second merchant arrived and said, “Know, Barabas, that your fleet of merchant ships from Alexandria rides in Malta roadstead, aka harbor, laden with riches, and an extremely great store of Persian silks, of gold, and of lustrous orient pearl.”

“How does it happen that you didn’t come with those other ships that sailed by Egypt?” Barabas asked.

“Sir, we didn’t see them,” the second merchant said.

“Perhaps they coasted round by the shore of Crete to take on a load of olive oil or they had some other business to do,” Barabas said. “But it was ill done by you to come so far without the aid and protective escort of their ships.”

Pirates infested the Mediterranean, and merchant ships needed protection.

“Sir, we were escorted by a Spanish fleet that never left us until we were within a league — three miles — of Malta,” the second merchant said. “The Spanish fleet was pursuing the galleys of the Turks.”

“Oh, they were going up to Sicily in pursuit of the Turks,” Barabas said. “Well, go and tell the merchants and my men to dispatch the customs business and come ashore and see the freight unloaded.”

“I go now,” the second merchant said, exiting.

Barabas said to himself, “Thus rolls and flows our fortune in by land and sea, and thus are we on every side enriched. These are the blessings promised to the Jews, and herein was old Abram’s happiness.”
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