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  Mr. Fabrice, master of a Coffee-house.
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  Freeport, a Merchant of London.




  Wasp, a Writer.




  Lady Alton.
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  Voltaire dashed off this comedy in eight days, to ridicule Fréron, who had unfavorably criticised Candide. It was first published as by Hume, or Home, author of the tragedy “Douglas.”




  ACT I.




  SCENE I.




  Scene London.




  The scene represents a coffee-house, with apartments on the same floor on each side communicating with it.




  Wasp: [At one corner of the room reading the papers. Coffee, pen and ink, etc., on the table before him.] A plague on this vile news! here are places and pensions given to above twenty people, and nothing for me! a present of a hundred guineas to a subaltern for doing his duty! a great merit indeed! so much to the inventor of a machine to lessen the number of hands; so much to a pilot; so much settled on men of letters, but nothing for me! here’s another pension, and another—but the deuce a farthing for Wasp [he throws down the paper and walks about] and yet I have done the state some service; I have written more than any one man in England; I have raised the price of paper; and yet nothing is done for me: but I will be revenged on all those whom the world calls men of merit: I have got something already by speaking ill of others; and if I can but contrive to do them a real mischief, my fortune is made. I have praised fools, and calumniated every good quality and perfection of human nature, and yet can scarce live by it: in short, to be a great man, you must not be content with slander and destruction, but endeavor to be really hurtful. [To the master of the coffee-house.] Good morrow to you, Mr. Fabrice. Well, Mr. Fabrice, everybody’s affairs, I find, go well but mine; it is intolerable.




  Fabrice: Indeed, indeed, Mr. Wasp, you make yourself a great many enemies.




  Wasp: I believe I excite a little envy.




  Fabrice: On my soul I believe not; but rather a passion of a very different kind: to be free, for I have really a friendship for you, I am extremely concerned to hear people talk of you as they do: how do you contrive to be so universally hated?




  Wasp: It is because I have merit, Mr. Fabrice.




  Fabrice: That may possibly be; but you are the only person who ever told me so: they say you are a very ignorant fellow: but that is nothing; they say, moreover, that you are ill-natured and malicious; that gives me concern, as it must every honest man.




  Wasp: I assure you I have a good and tender heart. I do indeed now and then speak a little freely of the men; but for the women, Mr. Fabrice, I love them all, provided they are handsome. As a proof of it, I must absolutely insist on your introducing me to your amiable lodger, whom I have never yet been able to converse with.




  Fabrice: Upon honor, Mr. Wasp, that young lady will never do for you; for she never praises herself, or speaks ill of anybody else.




  Wasp: She speaks ill of nobody, because, I suppose, she knows nobody: are you not in love with her, Fabrice?




  Fabrice: Not I indeed, sir; she has something in her air so noble, that I dare not think of it—besides, her virtue—




  Wasp: [Laughing.] Ha! ha! ha! her virtue indeed!




  Fabrice: Why so merry, sir? think you there is no such thing as virtue?—but I hear a coach at the door, and yonder is a livery servant with a portmanteau in his hand; some lord coming to lodge with me, perhaps.




  Wasp: Be sure, my dear friend, you recommend me to him as soon as possible.




  SCENE II.




  Lord Montross, Fabrice, Wasp.




  Montross: You, sir, I suppose, are Mr. Fabrice.




  Fabrice: At your service, sir.




  Montross: I shall stay here only a few days. (Protect me, heaven, unhappy as I am!) I am recommended to you, sir, as a worthy honest man.




  Fabrice: So, sir, we ought all to be. You will here, sir, I believe, meet with all the conveniences of life; a tolerably good apartment, and my own table, if you choose to do me the honor to dine at it, and the amusement of coffee-house conversation.




  Montross: Have you many boarders with you at present?




  Fabrice: Only one young lady, sir, very handsome and extremely virtuous.




  Wasp: O mighty virtuous, ha! ha!




  Fabrice: Who lives quite retired.




  Montross: Beauty and youth are not for me. Let me have an apartment, sir, if possible, entirely to myself. (What do I feel!) Have you any remarkable news in London?




  Fabrice: This gentleman, sir, can inform you: he talks and writes more than any one man in England, and is extremely useful to foreigners.




  Montross: [Walking about.] I have other business.




  Fabrice: I’ll step out, sir, and get things ready for you. [Exit.]




  Wasp: [Aside.] This gentleman, I suppose, is just arrived in England: he must be some great man, for he seems to care for nobody. [Turning to Montross.] Permit me, my lord, to present to your lordship my respects; my pen and self, my lord, are at your lordship’s service.




  Montross: I am no lord, sir: to boast of a title, if we have one, is the part of a fool; and to assume one when we have no right, that of a knave. I am what I am; but pray, sir, what may be your employment in this house?




  Wasp: I don’t belong to the house, sir; but I spend most of my time in the coffee-room; write news, politics, and so forth, and am always ready to do an honest gentleman service. If you have any friend you want to have praised, or any enemy to be abused; any author you want to protect or to decry; ’tis but one guinea per paragraph: if you are desirous of cultivating any acquaintance for profit or pleasure, sir, I am your man.




  Montross: And have you no other business, friend?




  Wasp: O sir, it is a very good one, I assure you.




  Montross: And have you never been shown in public with a pretty iron collar about your neck?




  Wasp: This fellow has no notion of literature.




  SCENE III.




  Wasp: [Sitting down to the table] several people walking about the coffee-house; Montross comes forward.




  Montross: Will my misfortunes never have an end? proscribed, banished, condemned to lose my head in Scotland; in my dear native country: I have lost my honors, my wife, my son, my whole family; except one unhappy daughter, like myself a miserable wanderer, perhaps dishonored; and must I die without taking revenge on Murray’s barbarous family? I am razed out of the book of life; I am no more; even my name is wrested from me by that cruel decree: I am but a poor departed ghost, that hovers round its tomb. [One of the gentlemen in the coffee-house slapping Wasp on the shoulder.] Well! you saw the new piece yesterday, it met with great applause; the author is a young fellow of merit, but has no fortune, the public ought to encourage him.




  Another: Rot the new piece; public affairs are strangely carried on; stocks rise; the nation’s rich, and I’m ruined, absolutely undone.




  Wasp: [Writing.] The piece is good for nothing; the author’s a fool, and so are all those that support him: public affairs are in a wretched condition: the nation’s ruined: I shall prove it in my pamphlet. another gentleman. Your pamphlet’s nonsense: philosophy is the most dangerous thing in the world; it was that which lost us the island of Minorca.




  Montross: [At a distance from them.] Lord Murray’s son shall pay dearly for it. O that before I die I could avenge the father’s injuries in the son’s blood!




  A Gentleman: I thought the comedy last night was an excellent one.




  Wasp: Detestable: our taste grows worse and worse.




  Another Gentleman: Not so bad as your criticisms.




  Another: Philosophers sink the public funds: we must send another ambassador to Porte.




  Wasp: We should always hiss a successful piece, for fear anything good should appear. [Four of them talk at once.]
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