
Before Reading

Damon and Pythias
Greek Legend Dramatized by Fan Kissen

It’s often said that actions speak louder than words.  This is 
certainly the case when it comes to friendship.  It’s important 
for people to show that they’re your friends and not just say it.  In 
Damon and Pythias, you’ll read about a man who is willing to pay 
the ultimate price to help a friend.

WEB IT Think about what 
types of behavior reflect true 
friendship—the ways people 
prove to each other that 
they’re loyal and trustworthy.  
Then use a web diagram like 
the one shown to record 
your thoughts.

What is true 

FRIENDSHIP?

True 

Friendship

loyaltyloyalty

stick up for stick up for 
each othereach other

encourage each encourage each 
otherother
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READING 3B Analyze the function 
of stylistic elements (e.g., magic 
helper, rule of three) in traditional 
and classical literature from 
various cultures.  5 Explain the 
similarities and differences in the 
setting, characters, and plot of 
a play and those in a film based 
upon the same story line.

TX_L06PE-u06s04-brDamo.indd   724TX_L06PE-u06s04-brDamo.indd   724 2/13/09   2:35:57 PM2/13/09   2:35:57 PM



Meet the Author

Go to thinkcentral.com  KEYWORD: HML6-725

Authors Online

Fan Kissen
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Radio Writer  
From the 1940s to the 1960s, Fan 
Kissen had a radio series called 
Tales from the Four Winds.  Kissen 
dramatized world folk tales and 
legends, such as Damon and Pythias, 
for the series.  Though the majority of 
her writing consists of plays written 
in radio script format, Kissen also 
produced several biographies of 
little-known historical fi gures for 
young people. 

background to the legend

Legendary Friendship 
Damon and Pythias is an ancient 
Greek legend, adapted here as a radio 
play.  The events in this story take 
place in Greece around the 4th century 
b.c.  The relationship between Damon 
and Pythias has remained a model 
of true friendship 
throughout the 
centuries. 

 literary analysis: cultural values in legends

What does it take to be a hero?  In many cases, a hero 
is someone who shows great bravery.  In legends and other 
traditional stories, though, a hero is expected not only to 
be brave but also to uphold the cultural values of a society.  
These are the behaviors a society wants its people to have.  
In ancient Greece, two important cultural values were 

• loyalty, or devotion to friends and family
• honesty
As you read Damon and Pythias, look for examples of how 
the main characters demonstrate these values.  Then notice 
their effect on the plot and the conflict resolution.

 reading strategy: reading a play

In some plays, a narrator, or teller of the story, helps guide 
the audience through the action.  The narrator supplies 
background information, explains what’s happening, and 
tells about conversations and events not included in the 
dialogue.  The narrator might also explain characters’ 
thoughts and feelings and why they act as they do. 
 As you read, use a chart to summarize the narrator’s 
information and how it helps you understand the play.

Narrator’s Information How It Helps

lines 10–12: The king is 

cruel and shows no mercy 

for anyone.

tells me what kind of person 

the king is

 vocabulary in context

Fan Kissen uses the words in Column A to help tell the 
story of two men fighting a cruel king.  Match the words 
in Column A with their meanings in Column B. 

Column A  Column B
 1. desperately a. convince
 2. harsh b. dictator
 3. persuade c. urgently
 4. proclaim d. rough
 5. tyrant e. announce

Complete the activities in your Reader/Writer Notebook.

  725
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Narrator. Long, long ago there lived on the 
island of Sicily1 two young men named Damon 
and Pythias.2 They were known far and wide 
for the strong friendship each had for the other. 
Their names have come down to our own 
times to mean true friendship. You may hear it 
said of two persons:

First Voice. Those two? Why, they’re like 
Damon and Pythias!

Narrator. The king of that country was a cruel 
tyrant. He made cruel laws, and he showed 
no mercy toward anyone who broke his laws. 
Now, you might very well wonder:

10

20

Second Voice. Why didn’t the people rebel?

Narrator. Well, the people didn’t dare rebel 
because they feared the king’s great and 
powerful army. No one dared say a word 
against the king or his laws—except Damon 
and Pythias. One day a soldier overheard 
Pythias speaking against a new law the king 
had proclaimed.
Soldier. Ho, there! Who are you that dares 
to speak so about our king?

Pythias (unafraid ). I am called Pythias.

Soldier. Don’t you know it is a crime to speak 
against the king or his laws? You are under 

CAST OF CHARACTERS

Pythias
King
Damon
Third Voice

Mother
First Robber
Second Robber

Narrator
First Voice
Second Voice
Soldier

Dramatized by Fan Kissen

Damon
and

726 unit 6: myths, legends, and tales

 1. Sicily (sGsPE-lC): large island off the southern tip of Italy. 
 2. Damon (dAPmEn) . . . Pythias (pGthPC-Es). 

Poseidon and Apollo. Detail from Poseidon, Apollo and Artemis. Relief 
from the east frieze of the Parthenon, Athens. Inv. 856. Acropolis 

Museum, Athens. © Erich Lessing/Art Resource, New York.
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DESIGN WILL PLACE FULL SIZE FINE ART 
PHOTO HERE THAT WILL BLEED ON 3 SIDES. 

NO FOOTER AT THE BOTTOM.
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728 unit 6: myths, legends, and tales

arrest! Come and tell this opinion of yours 
to the king’s face!

(music: a few short bars in and out)
Narrator. When Pythias was brought before the 
king, he showed no fear. He stood straight and 
quiet before the throne.

King (hard, cruel ). So, Pythias! They tell me 
you do not approve of the laws I make.

Pythias. I am not alone, Your Majesty, in 
thinking your laws are cruel. But you rule the 
people with such an iron hand that they dare 
not complain.

King (angry). But you have the daring to 
complain for them! Have they appointed you 
their champion?

Pythias. No, Your Majesty. I speak for myself 
alone. I have no wish to make trouble for anyone. 
But I am not afraid to tell you that the people are 
suffering under your rule. They want to have a 
voice in making the laws for themselves. You do 
not allow them to speak up for themselves.

King. In other words, you are calling me 
a tyrant! Well, you shall learn for yourself how 
a tyrant treats a rebel! Soldier! Throw this man 
into prison!

Soldier. At once, Your Majesty! Don’t try 
to resist, Pythias!

Pythias. I know better than to try to resist 
a soldier of the king! And for how long am 
I to remain in prison, Your Majesty, merely 
for speaking out for the people?

King (cruel ). Not for very long, Pythias. Two 
weeks from today, at noon, you shall be put 
to death in the public square as an example 
to anyone else who may dare to question my 
laws or acts. Off to prison with him, soldier!

(music: in briefly and out)
Narrator. When Damon heard that his friend 
Pythias had been thrown into prison and the 

severe punishment that was to follow, he was 
heartbroken. He rushed to the prison and
persuaded the guard to let him speak to his 
friend.

Damon. Oh, Pythias! How terrible to find you 
here! I wish I could do something to save you!

Pythias. Nothing can save me, Damon, my 
dear friend. I am prepared to die. But there is 
one thought that troubles me greatly.

Damon. What is it? I will do anything to 
help you.

Pythias. I’m worried about what will happen 
to my mother and my sister when I’m gone.

Damon. I’ll take care of them, Pythias, as if 
they were my own mother and sister.

Pythias. Thank you, Damon. I have money 
to leave them. But there are other things I must 
arrange. If only I could go to see them before 
I die! But they live two days’ journey from 
here, you know.

Damon. I’ll go to the king and beg him to give 
you your freedom for a few days. You’ll give 
your word to return at the end of that time. 
Everyone in Sicily knows you for a man who 
has never broken his word.

Pythias. Do you believe for one moment that 
the king would let me leave this prison, no 
matter how good my word may have been all 
my life?

Damon. I’ll tell him that I shall take your place 
in this prison cell. I’ll tell him that if you do 
not return by the appointed day, he may kill 
me in your place!

Pythias. No, no, Damon! You must not do 
such a foolish thing! I cannot—I will not—
let you do this! Damon! Damon! Don’t go! 
(to himself ) Damon, my friend! You may 
find yourself in a cell beside me!

(music: in briefly and out)
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 damon and pythias 729

Damon (begging). Your Majesty! I beg of you! 
Let Pythias go home for a few days to bid 
farewell to his mother and sister. He gives his 
word that he will return at your appointed time. 
Everyone knows that his word can be trusted.

King. In ordinary business affairs—perhaps. 
But he is now a man under sentence of death. 
To free him even for a few days would strain 
his honesty—any man’s honesty—too far. 
Pythias would never return here! I consider 
him a traitor, but I’m certain he’s no fool.

Damon. Your Majesty! I will take his place in 
the prison until he comes back. If he does not 
return, then you may take my life in his place.

King (astonished ). What did you say, Damon?

Damon. I’m so certain of Pythias that I am 
offering to die in his place if he fails to return 
on time.

King. I can’t believe you mean it!

Damon. I do mean it, Your Majesty.

King. You make me very curious, Damon, so 
curious that I’m willing to put you and Pythias 
to the test. This exchange of prisoners will be 
made. But Pythias must be back two weeks 
from today, at noon.

Damon. Thank you, Your Majesty!

King. The order with my official seal shall go 
by your own hand, Damon. But I warn you, if 
your friend does not return on time, you shall 
surely die in his place! I shall show no mercy!

(music: in briefly and out)
Narrator. Pythias did not like the king’s bargain 
with Damon. He did not like to leave his 
friend in prison with the chance that he might 
lose his life if something went wrong. But 
at last Damon persuaded him to leave, and 
Pythias set out for his home. More than a week 
went by. The day set for the death sentence 
drew near. Pythias did not return. Everyone 

in the city knew of the condition on which 
the king had permitted Pythias to go home. 
Everywhere people met, the talk was sure 
to turn to the two friends.

First Voice. Do you suppose Pythias will come 
back?

Second Voice. Why should he stick his head 
under the king’s axe, once he’s escaped?

Third Voice. Still, would an honorable man like 
Pythias let such a good friend die for him?

First Voice. There’s no telling what a man 
will do when it’s a question of his own life 
against another’s.

Second Voice. But if Pythias doesn’t come back 
before the time is up, he will be killing his friend.

Third Voice. Well, there’s still a few days’ time. 
I, for one, am certain that Pythias will return 
in time.

Second Voice. And I am just as certain that he 
will not. Friendship is friendship, but a man’s 
own life is something stronger, I say!

Narrator. Two days before the time was up, the 
king himself visited Damon in his prison cell.

(sound: iron door unlocked and opened )

King (mocking). You see now, Damon, that you 
were a fool to make this bargain. Your friend 
has tricked you! He will not come back here 
to be killed! He has deserted you!

Damon (calm and firm). I have faith in my 
friend. I know he will return.

King (mocking). We shall see!

(sound: iron door shut and locked )

Narrator. Meanwhile, when Pythias reached the 
home of his family, he arranged his business 
affairs so that his mother and sister would be 
able to live comfortably for the rest of their 
years. Then he said a last farewell to them 
before starting back to the city.
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730 unit 6: myths, legends, and tales

Mother (in tears). Pythias, it will take you only 
two days to get back. Stay another day, I beg you!

Pythias. I dare not stay longer, Mother. 
Remember, Damon is locked up in my prison 
cell while I’m gone. Please don’t make it harder 
for me! Farewell! Don’t weep for me. My death 
may help to bring better days for all our people.

Narrator. So Pythias began his return journey in 
plenty of time. But bad luck struck him on the 
very first day. At twilight,3 as he walked along a 
lonely stretch of woodland, a rough voice called:

First Robber. Not so fast there, young man! Stop!

Pythias (startled ). Oh! What is it? What do 
you want?

Second Robber. Your money bags.

Pythias. My money bags? I have only this small 
bag of coins. I shall need them for some last 
favors, perhaps, before I die.

First Robber. What do you mean, before you 
die? We don’t mean to kill you, only to take 
your money.

Pythias. I’ll give you my money, only don’t delay 
me any longer. I am to die by the king’s order 
three days from now. If I don’t return to prison 
on time, my friend must die in my place.

First Robber. A likely story! What man would be 
fool enough to go back to prison, ready to die?

Second Robber. And what man would be fool 
enough to die for you?

First Robber. We’ll take your money, all right. 
And we’ll tie you up while we get away.

Pythias (begging). No! No! I must get back 
to free my friend! ( fade) I must go back!

Narrator. But the two robbers took Pythias’ 
money, tied him to a tree, and went off as fast 
as they could. Pythias struggled to free himself. 
He cried out for help as loud as he could for 

a long time. But no one traveled through 
that lonesome woodland after dark. The sun 
had been up for many hours before he finally 
managed to free himself from the ropes that 
had tied him to the tree. He lay on the ground, 
hardly able to breathe.

(music: in briefly and out)
Narrator. After a while Pythias got to his feet. 
Weak and dizzy from hunger and thirst and his 
struggle to free himself, he set off again. Day 
and night he traveled without stopping,
desperately trying to reach the city in time 
to save Damon’s life.

(music: up and out)
Narrator. On the last day, half an hour before 
noon, Damon’s hands were tied behind his 
back, and he was taken into the public square. 
The people muttered4 angrily as Damon was 
led in by the jailer. Then the king entered and 
seated himself on a high platform.

(sound: crowd voices in and hold under single 
voices)
Soldier (loud ). Long live the king!

First Voice (low). The longer he lives, the more 
miserable our lives will be!

King (loud, mocking). Well, Damon, your 
lifetime is nearly up. Where is your good friend 
Pythias now?

Damon ( firm). I have faith in my friend. 
If he has not returned, I’m certain it is through 
no fault of his own.

King (mocking). The sun is almost overhead. 
The shadow is almost at the noon mark. And 
still your friend has not returned to give you 
back your life!

Damon (quiet). I am ready, and happy, to die 
in his place.
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 3. twilight: the time of day between sunset and dark.  The darker stage of twilight is often called dusk.
 4. mutter: to speak in low tones, especially to complain.
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 damon and pythias 731

King (harsh). And you shall, Damon! Jailer, 
lead the prisoner to the—

(sound: crowd voices up to a roar, then under)
First Voice (over noise). Look! It’s Pythias!

Second Voice (over noise). Pythias has come 
back!

Pythias (breathless). Let me through! Damon!

Damon. Pythias!

Pythias. Thank the gods I’m not too late!

Damon (quiet, sincere). I would have died for 
you gladly, my friend.

Crowd Voices (loud, demanding). Set them free! 
Set them both free!

King (loud). People of the city! (crowd voices out) 
Never in all my life have I seen such faith and 
friendship, such loyalty between men. There are 
many among you who call me harsh and cruel. 
But I cannot kill any man who proves such 
strong and true friendship for another. Damon 
and Pythias, I set you both free. (roar of approval 
from crowd) I am king. I command a great 
army. I have stores5 of gold and precious jewels. 
But I would give all my money and my power 
for one friend like Damon or Pythias!

(sound: roar of approval from crowd up briefly 
and out)
(music: up and out) 
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 5. stores: great quantities.

Reception in the Senate, detail from the Arch of Trajan (100s). Marble. Benevento, Campania, Italy. © Bridgeman Art Library.
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Reading for Information
MOVIE REVIEW Read the following review and summary of a 
modern animated film that takes part of its inspiration—and its 
plot—from the ancient story of Damon and Pythias.

A friendship so powerful that two 
people are willing to sacrifice their 

lives for each other is one reason the Greek 
legend of Damon and Pythias has lasted for 
centuries. Now this classic legend is the 
story at the heart of an animated film—one 
about another legendary hero, the Persian/
Arabic seafaring adventurer Sinbad. A

Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas (2003), an 
animated feature from the Dreamworks company, mixes the legends and 
stories of the Arabian Nights with classical Greek and Roman mythology. 
Sinbad is portrayed as a successful thief, pirate, and adventurer who grew 
up in Syracuse (a Greek kingdom in southern Italy). As a child, his best 
friend was the prince of that land, Proteus. Sinbad and Proteus parted 
ways over the years, but they reunite accidentally as Sinbad is trying to 
overtake and rob Proteus’ ship. It is obvious that the two men still have 
regard for each other. In fact, the old friendship is still very important to 
Prince Proteus, who sees something in Sinbad that no one else seems to 
see. Sinbad is so affected by the reunion with his childhood friend that he 
abandons his goal to steal what Proteus’s powerful Book of Peace, a 
supernatural object that protects Syracuse. B

The plot goes into full swing when the tricky and sly Greek goddess 
Eris, who rules chaos and discord, disguises herself as Sinbad and steals 
the valuable book. Because Sinbad is a famous thief, no one believes that 
he did not steal the Book of Peace—no one except his boyhood friend 
Proteus. Sinbad is about to be placed in prison to await execution, but 
Proteus takes on the Damon role, agreeing to stay in prison in his friend’s 
place until Sinbad (the Pythias of the story) returns with the Book of 
Peace. Sinbad will have to do the impossible to regain the Book of Peace: 
go to Tartarus, the underworld. If Sinbad does not return with the book in 
time, Proteus will be executed. Proteus has unquestioning faith in Sinbad. 
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 Meet the
DAMON and PYTHIAS

a

 
COMPARE AND 

CONTRAST

What differences 
between Damon and 
Pythias and Sinbad are 
introduced in this first 
paragraph? 

b

 
COMPARE AND 

CONTRAST

How are the characters 
in Sinbad similar to 
those in Damon and 
Pythias?  How are the 
characters different?

732 unit 6: myths, legends, and tales
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It’s hard to see why, since Sinbad at first (and for some time afterward) 
wants to do nothing more than simply run off to an island paradise and 
forget the whole thing. 

It is a woman who redeems the rough-around-the edges hero: Proteus’s 
fiancé Marina has stowed away on Sinbad’s ship and uses all her powers 
of persuasion to make sure Sinbad does the right thing and goes to 
Tartarus. Over the course of several life-and-death adventures, Sinbad 
and Marina fall in love. Not surprisingly, it is Marina’s influence and love 
that transform Sinbad into a truly brave and unselfish hero, someone not 
unlike Pythias. c  

Sinbad almost recovers the Book of Peace, but he is tricked by Eris, 
who says she will only give him the book if he can tell the truth: Will he 
go back to Syracuse to die in Proteus’s place if he cannot get the Book of 
Peace from her? She believes that Sinbad will never go back to Syracuse 
without the book, for that will mean death. She wants Proteus’s execution 
to throw Syracuse into total chaos—which she loves. When Sinbad tells 
Eris that he will go back to Syracuse with or without the book, Eris 
accuses him of lying. Eris throws Sinbad and Marina out of Tartarus and 
keeps the Book of Peace herself.

Eris, however, has underestimated the new Sinbad. Love has made him 
stronger and nobler. He realizes he cannot abandon Proteus, no matter the 
cost. In a dramatic last-minute rescue, Sinbad saves Proteus from a 
beheading. When Proteus finds out that Sinbad has come back without 
the book, he realizes that Sinbad has done something utterly heroic and 
completely unselfish. This brave self-sacrifice defeats Eris, and she 
gives up the Book of Peace. (This all happens, of course, just as the 
executioner’s blade is about to come down on Sinbad’s neck.) With the 
return of the Book of Peace, all is well in Syracuse. Proteus—who is as 
understanding, self-sacrificing, and heroic as Damon and Pythias put 
together—lets Marina go, realizing that she loves Sinbad and the 
adventurous life at sea. d

It’s good to see classic works like Damon and Pythias show up in some 
form in popular culture, even if few people will recognize it. Still, one 
wonders if the modern world could accept—and believe—an idealistic 
story of unselfish friendship closer to the original legend. Would audiences 
be as entertained if the story of flawless heroes who readily risk their lives 
for each other lacked the spunky heroines to cheer them on and make 
them do the right thing?
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c
 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST
Reread lines 35–41.  
What differences in the 
plot can you identify 
between this film and 
the story of Damon and 
Pythias? 

d
 

COMPARE AND 
CONTRAST
What is the resolution 
of Sinbad: Legend of the 
Seven Seas?  Is it similar 
to or different from the 
resolution of Damon 
and Pythias?  Explain.
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After Reading

Comprehension
 1. Recall Why is Pythias arrested?

 2. Clarify Why is the king willing to strike such an unusual bargain with 
Damon?

 3. Summarize What causes Pythias to return so late?

Literary Analysis
 4. Make Inferences Reread lines 168–173.  What does Damon’s response 

to the king’s mockery tell you about the nature of his friendship with 
Pythias?

 5. Reading a Play Look at the chart you filled in while reading.  Explain how 
the play would be different without the narrator’s comments.  What key 
pieces of information would be missing?

6. Identify Cultural Values in a 
Legend How do Damon and 
Pythias prove their honesty 
and their loyalty to each other?  
Make a list of their important 
words and actions, and explain 
what they reveal about ancient Greek cultural values.

 7. Make Judgments Throughout Sicily, Pythias was known for being a 
trustworthy person.  Why do you think some people still doubted that he 
would return in time to save Damon?

 8. Compare a Play and a Film Read the review of the animated film Sinbad: 
Legend of the Seven Seas.  Explain how the story of Damon and Pythias 
was adapted to form a central plot line in this movie.  How is the film like 
the story of Damon and Pythias, and how is it different?  

Extension and Challenge
 9. Creative Project: Drama In a small group, record your own “radio 

broadcast” of Damon and Pythias.  Include any music or sound effects 
mentioned in the play.  Then play the recording for the class.

What is true FRIENDSHIP?
Look back at the web diagram you used to record your thoughts about 
the kinds of behaviors that prove friends are loyal and trustworthy.  After 
reading Damon and Pythias, what new insights do you have into the kinds 
of behaviors that reflect true friendship?

Examples of Honesty and Loyalty

1.  Damon immediately rushes to prison 

to see Pythias.

2. 

734 unit 6: myths, legends, and tales

READING 3B Analyze the function 
of stylistic elements (e.g., magic 
helper, rule of three) in traditional 
and classical literature from various 
cultures. 5 Explain the similarities 
and differences in the setting, 
characters, and plot of a play and 
those in a film based upon the 
same story line.
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Conventions in Writing
 grammar in context: Form Complex Sentences
An independent clause can stand alone as a sentence.  A dependent clause is 
a group of words that contains a subject and a verb but cannot stand alone 
as a sentence.  Dependent clauses begin with words and phrases such as 
because, even though, if, since, that, and when.  When a dependent clause and 
an independent clause are combined, they form a complex sentence.

 Original:  Pythias criticizes the king.  Even though he knows he will 
be punished for it.  (The first clause is independent.  The 
second clause is dependent and cannot stand alone.)

 Revised:  Pythias criticizes the king even though he knows he will 
be punished for it.  (Together, the clauses form a complex 
sentence.)

PRACTICE Form a complex sentence by combining the two clauses in each of 
the following sentences.

 1.  Pythias promises to return.  After he visits his family. 
 2.  Most people probably wouldn’t return.  If they were in his position.
 3.  Damon never gave up his faith.  Because he completely trusted Pythias. 
 4. The crowd was happy.  That Damon and Pythias would both be free.

For more help with dependent clauses and complex sentences, see page R63 
in the Grammar Handbook.

reading-writing connection
Expand your knowledge of Damon and Pythias by responding to 
this prompt.  Then use the revising tip to improve your writing.

 YOUR

TURN

 Extended Response: 
Write Dialogue
Imagine the conversation 
Damon and Pythias have after 
Pythias agrees to let him take 
his place in prison.  Write the 
conversation between the 
two characters as a full-page 
dialogue.  (Use the play for 
examples of how to write 
dialogue.)

Reread your dialogue to see if it sounds 
realistic.  In speech, people use all kinds 
of sentence structures, from simple 
to compound and complex.  Be sure 
that you have included a good amount 
of sentence variety to make your 
dialogue sound natural.  Include a few 
complex sentences, which combine a 
dependent with an independent clause.  
Try beginning some sentences with a 
dependent clause.

writing prompt revising tip

Go to thinkcentral.com.
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