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Preface

“Volpone” is a comedy written in 1606 by Ben Jonson. It remains one of the greatest satirical comedies ever written, and this is why we’ve chosen it as our first classic English comedy publication. 

Plot

Volpone is a wealthy Venitian man obsessed with money, and consumed with greed. He and Mosca his manservant and parasite, have conceived a stratagem in order to accumulate even more riches. Volpone, lying on his death bed, feigns illness and has hinted he would bequeath his fortune to the most aspiring visitors. He is then courted by Voltore, Corbaccio, and Corbino, who frequently come to visit him and try to use Mosca in order to get his favours and become Volpone’s heir. Mosca even persuades Corbaccio to disinherit his own son in order to please Volpone.

Mosca then tells Corvino the doctors have ordered that Volpone should enter in a sexual relationship with a young woman. He describes to Corvino the risks presented by such an enterprise, ie the young woman may gain the favours of Volpone and he might decide to change his mind and declare her as his heir. Mosca persuades Corvino to offer Celia, his beautiful wife, to satisfy Volpone’s appetite. Corvino agrees and forces Celia to meet Volpone for an intimate encounter. Intertwined with the main story, we also discover other colourful characters, English travellers who go by the name of Sir Politick Would be, a strange story teller, and Lady Politick Would Be, who tests Volpone’s patience with her constant babbling. 

Whilst Volpone is busy convincing Celia to bow to his demands and, faced with her refusal, about to rape her, Bonario, Corbaccio’s son, storms in in order to confront his father, attacks Mosca, and then rescues Celia. It all ends in Court, with a surreal trial where the cupid and greedy, victims or guilty, are punished for their misdeeds. 

Main characters

Volpone: one of the famous theatrical characters, and for good reason, Volpone has become synonymous with unlimited greed and ignominy. Compared to him, Harpagon, a character invented by Molière after Plaute’s Euclion, seems a mere “obsessive compulsive”; no, Volpone would be a nice representation of evil in greed, a master in a world of thieves, crooks and scoundrels, along the lines of say, Georges Darien’s Gottlieb Krumm. But there is something excessive, nearly surreal in Volpone’s greed. He knows no limits to the fulfilment of his beastly needs, and that’s what makes him comical.

Mosca: he belongs to a long generation of man-servants from comic plays, especially strong in the Greek (modern comedy), Latin comedy (Plaute, Italian comedy (Comedia dell Arte, and of course Molière, and even Beaumarchais, with such characters as Strobile, Sganarelle, Scapin, Figaro. The difference is that Mosca beats them all in cruelty and mischievousness. The other man-servant characters display a mixed personality, cowardice and inventiveness, ability to harm and humiliate tempered by a tendency to take the side of the weaker or oppressed, even if they always look for their own benefit. None of this with Mosca: he is ultimately wicked. 

Corbaccio: this is one of the fun parts of the play. Whatever the reader might think of Volpone and Mosca, who will very funnily end up betraying each other, the so-called victims of their schemes are not objects of pity, as when prompted, they end up being even more wicked than the other two scoundrels. As for Corbaccio, he simply decides to disinherit his own son out of greed.

Corvino: and what about him? This goes even further. Early in the play he is pictured as the typical jealous husband who would confine his young and beautiful wife to her room for ever if it would appease his jealous temper. Thanks to Mosca’s evil genius, and to the perverse delight of the public, he ends up offering his own beautiful wife to a dying old man, Volpone. 

Writers without frontiers

It had been a long time since we had last read “Volpone” when we decided to publish it. And to our surprise we discovered a mention of Michel de Montaigne, one of the most famous French writers of the Renaissance! Here you go: “All our English writers I mean such as are happy in the Italian, Will deign to steal out of this author, mainly, Almost as much as from Montagnié”. We did a bit of digging and found out that the Essais by Montaigne had just been translated in 1603 by John Florio and had exerted a major influence on English writers of the time, including Shakespeare. 

Volpone, the invention of dark humour? 

Ben Jonson’s “Volpone” ridicules greed and thirst for money to which many of his contemporaries would easily succumb. He does succeed. “Volpone” is a dark comedy about greed, avarice, and lust. The play follow unity of location (Venice), time (24 hours), purpose (get as much money as possible, and fleece his greedy followers: by the way, aren’t many of the modern Internet scams based on exactly the same principles, ie the unlimited greed of small people wanting to take advantage of other feeble people?). If anyone ever thought “Volpone” was just a nice classic taken from the past, one would better review the list of the greatest scams, they are always based on the same principle: the insatiable greed lying beneath the apparent friendly face of the victim. Ben Jonson has managed to depict the dark side of human behaviour in a manner never seen before. The power of his language and the crudeness of the situations he depicts are unparalleled.
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Ben Jonson

Benjamin Jonson (1572-1637) was an English playwright and actor. Author of famous comedies such as Volpone, The Alchimist, “The devil is an ass”, “Bartholomew Fair”, he is widely considered to be one of the greatest Elizabethan and English Renaissance writers. He was in his lifetime a famous rival of William Shakespeare, inclined to controversy and eager for fame.

Ben Jonson’s biography

Apparently, Ben Jonson descends from a Scottish family. He never knew his father (his father died one month after his birth) and his mother remarried to a master bricklayer. Jonson attended school in Saint Martin’s lane and then at Westminster School. He did not go to University, never enjoyed the trade of brick-laying, enrolled in the army and then fought in the Low Countries. He married to a woman whom he described as “a shrew, but honest”. In 1597 he was in London, probably actor, or trying his luck writing plays. In 1599, he had already written a few comedies, including “Every man in his humour” and “The case is altered”. By 1599, he had already been thrown in jail twice, first for the offences caused by his play “The Isle of dogs”, and the second time for killing someone in a duel. He then converted to Catholicism. In 1598 “Every man in his humour” had been a success, and apparently included Shakespeare as one of the actors. Never shy of controversies, Jonson had issues and feuds, mainly with John Marston and Thomas Dekker. During the reign of James I, Jonson started writing masques which then were very much in fashion. But his problems with authority did not stop here. He was questioned by the Privy council for his Play “Sejanus”, dealing with corruption in the Roman Empire, which they had felt was a theme a little too close to home. He also had some obscure involvement with many conspirators of the Gunpowder plot, but was not sent to jail this time. Then came fame and success with Volpone in 1606, The Alchimist in 1610, “Bartholomew Fair” in 1614, “The devil is an ass” in 1616. Still, contrarily to Shakespeare, Jonson always struggled with money. In the 1620s, he carried on writing till the end but never achieved the same success than the one he had known in the previous years. He died on 6 August 1637. He is buried inside Westminster Abbey.

Ben Jonson’s unique style

Far from Shakespearan comedies, lighter, romantic, with their plots involving love and foreign locations, Ben Jonson’s comedies were harsher, cruder, aimed to use a language “such as men do use”, he will remain best known for the sheer intricacy of his stories, and especially the cruelty of situations which he describes, always aiming to denounce the ugly side of human nature through the use of satire, sometimes verging on the absurd. Revered in the Seventeenth century alongside  Shakespeare, he remains one of the greatest English playwrights, and also one of the most controversial. Coleridge is known as saying that The Alchemist has one of the most perfect plots of English literature. Volpone’s influence crossed borders. It was rewritten by Stefan Zweig and Jules Romains, and staged in 1928. Les Éditions de Londres have no doubt the uniqueness and the strength of Jonson’s satirical comedies exerted a major influence on British humour. 

Ben Jonson, a symbol of Elizabethan theatre? 

Elizabethan theatre refers to the plays produced during the period from 1567, when “The Red Lion” was opened, until 1642, when the Puritans decided to close all the theatres… At the time, England was going through a Renaissance, and theatres, often in competition with each other for the custom of theatre-goers and also of the Court, were very popular, so popular it has been calculated around 1,500 plays were produced over less than 70 years (of which we still have about 600 of them), most of them the work of playwrights of modest backgrounds. The most famous names are William Shakespeare (although he was not such a towering figure at the time, but rather one of many), Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, Edward de Vere, Robert Greene… One of the reasons so many of the plays were lost is that few of them were ever printed (actually around 600, which does match the number of those plays which survived). Elizabethan theatre does not only evoke numerous playwrights (many of them also actors) from modest backgrounds, large production of plays, but is also synonymous with many famous theatres such The Globe, the Swan, the Red Lion, the Blackfriars theatre… and playing companies such as the King’s men, the Admiral’s men, the Lord Chamberlain’s men…

© 2013- Les Éditions de Londres

VOLPONE OR THE FOX

TO THE MOST NOBLE AND MOST EQUAL SISTERS, THE TWO FAMOUS UNIVERSITIES, FOR THEIR LOVE AND ACCEPTANCE SHEWN TO HIS POEM IN THE PRESENTATION, BEN JONSON, THE GRATEFUL ACKNOWLEDGER, DEDICATES BOTH IT AND HIMSELF. 

Never, most equal Sisters, had any man a wit so presently excellent, as that it could raise itself; but there must come both matter, occasion, commenders, and favourers to it. If this be true, and that the fortune of all writers doth daily prove it, it behoves the careful to provide well towards these accidents; and, having acquired them, to preserve that part of reputation most tenderly, wherein the benefit of a friend is also defended. Hence is it, that I now render myself grateful, and am studious to justify the bounty of your act; to which, though your mere authority were satisfying, yet it being an age wherein poetry and the professors of it hear so ill on all sides, there will a reason be looked for in the subject. It is certain, nor can it with any forehead be opposed, that the too much license of poetasters in this time, hath much deformed their mistress; that, every day, their manifold and manifest ignorance doth stick unnatural reproaches upon her: but for their petulancy, it were an act of the greatest injustice, either to let the learned suffer, or so divine a skill (which indeed should not be attempted with unclean hands) to fall under the least contempt. For, if men will impartially, and not asquint, look toward the offices and function of a poet, they will easily conclude to themselves the impossibility of any man's being the good poet, without first being a good man. He that is said to be able to inform young men to all good disciplines, inflame grown men to all great virtues, keep old men in their best and supreme state, or, as they decline to childhood, recover them to their first strength; that comes forth the interpreter and arbiter of nature, a teacher of things divine no less than human, a master in manners; and can alone, or with a few, effect the business of mankind: this, I take him, is no subject for pride and ignorance to exercise their railing rhetoric upon. But it will here be hastily answered, that the writers of these days are other things; that not only their manners, but their natures, are inverted, and nothing remaining with them of the dignity of poet, but the abused name, which every scribe usurps; that now, especially in dramatic, or, as they term it, stage-poetry, nothing but ribaldry, profanation, blasphemy, all license of offence to God and man is practised. I dare not deny a great part of this, and am sorry I dare not, because in some men's abortive features (and would they had never boasted the light) it is over-true; but that all are embarked in this bold adventure for hell, is a most uncharitable thought, and, uttered, a more malicious slander. For my particular, I can, and from a most clear conscience, affirm, that I have ever trembled to think toward the least profaneness; have loathed the use of such foul and unwashed bawdry, as is now made the food of the scene: and, howsoever I cannot escape from some, the imputation of sharpness, but that they will say, I have taken a pride, or lust, to be bitter, and not my youngest infant but hath come into the world with all his teeth; I would ask of these supercilious politics, what nation, society, or general order or state, I have provoked? What public person? Whether I have not in all these preserved their dignity, as mine own person, safe? My works are read, allowed, (I speak of those that are intirely mine,) look into them, what broad reproofs have I used? Where have I been particular? Where personal? Except to a mimic, cheater, bawd, or buffoon, creatures, for their insolencies, worthy to be taxed? Yet to which of these so pointingly, as he might not either ingenuously have confest, or wisely dissembled his disease? But it is not rumour can make men guilty, much less entitle me to other men's crimes. I know, that nothing can be so innocently writ or carried, but may be made obnoxious to construction; marry, whilst I bear mine innocence about me, I fear it not. Application is now grown a trade with many; and there are that profess to have a key for the decyphering of every thing: but let wise and noble persons take heed how they be too credulous, or give leave to these invading interpreters to be over-familiar with their fames, who cunningly, and often, utter their own virulent malice, under other men's simplest meanings. As for those that will (by faults which charity hath raked up, or common honesty concealed) make themselves a name with the multitude, or, to draw their rude and beastly claps, care not whose living faces they intrench with their petulant styles, may they do it without a rival, for me! I choose rather to live graved in obscurity, than share with them in so preposterous a fame. Nor can I blame the wishes of those severe and wise patriots, who providing the hurts these licentious spirits may do in a state, desire rather to see fools and devils, and those antique relics of barbarism retrieved, with all other ridiculous and exploded follies, than behold the wounds of private men, of princes and nations: for, as Horace makes Trebatius speak among these, 

"Sibi quisque timet, quanquam est intactus, et odit."

And men may justly impute such rages, if continued, to the writer, as his sports. The increase of which lust in liberty, together with the present trade of the stage, in all their miscelline interludes, what learned or liberal soul doth not already abhor? where nothing but the filth of the time is uttered, and with such impropriety of phrase, such plenty of solecisms, such dearth of sense, so bold prolepses, so racked metaphors, with brothelry, able to violate the ear of a pagan, and blasphemy, to turn the blood of a Christian to water. I cannot but be serious in a cause of this nature, wherein my fame, and the reputation of divers honest and learned are the question; when a name so full of authority, antiquity, and all great mark, is, through their insolence, become the lowest scorn of the age; and those men subject to the petulancy of every vernaculous orator, that were wont to be the care of kings and happiest monarchs. This it is that hath not only rapt me to present indignation, but made me studious heretofore, and by all my actions, to stand off from them; which may most appear in this my latest work, which you, most learned Arbitresses, have seen, judged, and to my crown, approved; wherein I have laboured for their instruction and amendment, to reduce not only the ancient forms, but manners of the scene, the easiness, the propriety, the innocence, and last, the doctrine, which is the principal end of poesie, to inform men in the best reason of living. And though my catastrophe may, in the strict rigour of comic law, meet with censure, as turning back to my promise; I desire the learned and charitable critic, to have so much faith in me, to think it was done of industry: for, with what ease I could have varied it nearer his scale (but that I fear to boast my own faculty) I could here insert. But my special aim being to put the snaffle in their mouths, that cry out, We never punish vice in our interludes, etc., I took the more liberty; though not without some lines of example, drawn even in the ancients themselves, the goings out of whose comedies are not always joyful, but oft times the bawds, the servants, the rivals, yea, and the masters are mulcted; and fitly, it being the office of a comic poet to imitate justice, and instruct to life, as well as purity of language, or stir up gentle affections; to which I shall take the occasion elsewhere to speak. 

For the present, most reverenced Sisters, as I have cared to be thankful for your affections past, and here made the understanding acquainted with some ground of your favours; let me not despair their continuance, to the maturing of some worthier fruits; wherein, if my muses be true to me, I shall raise the despised head of poetry again, and stripping her out of those rotten and base rags wherewith the times have adulterated her form, restore her to her primitive habit, feature, and majesty, and render her worthy to be embraced and kist of all the great and master-spirits of our world. As for the vile and slothful, who never affected an act worthy of celebration, or are so inward with their own vicious natures, as they worthily fear her, and think it an high point of policy to keep her in contempt, with their declamatory and windy invectives; she shall out of just rage incite her servants (who are genus irritabile) to spout ink in their faces, that shall eat farther than their marrow into their fames; and not Cinnamus the barber, with his art, shall be able to take out the brands; but they shall live, and be read, till the wretches die, as things worst deserving of themselves in chief, and then of all mankind. 

From my House in the Black-Friars, 
 this 11th day of February, 1607. 

   
DRAMATIS PERSONAE

VOLPONE, a Magnifico. 

MOSCA, his Parasite. 

VOLTORE, an Advocate. 

CORBACCIO, an old Gentleman. 

CORVINO, a Merchant. 

BONARIO, son to Corbaccio. 

SIR POLITICK WOULD-BE, a Knight. 

PEREGRINE, a Gentleman Traveller. 

NANO, a Dwarf. 

CASTRONE, an Eunuch. 

ANDROGYNO, an Hermaphrodite. 

GREGE (or Mob). 

COMMANDADORI, Officers of Justice. 

MERCATORI, three Merchants. 

AVOCATORI, four Magistrates. 

NOTARIO, the Register. 

LADY WOULD-BE, Sir Politick's Wife.

CELIA, Corvino's Wife. 

SERVITORI, Servants, two Waiting-women, etc. 

SCENE: VENICE.

   
THE ARGUMENT. 

Volpone, childless, rich, feigns sick, despairs, 

Offers his state to hopes of several heirs, 

Lies languishing: his parasite receives 

Presents of all, assures, deludes; then weaves 

Other cross plots, which ope themselves, are told. 

New tricks for safety are sought; they thrive: when bold, 

Each tempts the other again, and all are sold. 

   
PROLOGUE.

Now, luck yet sends us, and a little wit
 Will serve to make our play hit;
 (According to the palates of the season)
 Here is rhime, not empty of reason.
 This we were bid to credit from our poet,
 Whose true scope, if you would know it,
 In all his poems still hath been this measure,
 To mix profit with your pleasure;
 And not as some, whose throats their envy failing,
 Cry hoarsely, All he writes is railing:
 And when his plays come forth, think they can flout them,
 With saying, he was a year about them.
 To this there needs no lie, but this his creature,
 Which was two months since no feature;
 And though he dares give them five lives to mend it,
 'Tis known, five weeks fully penn'd it,
 From his own hand, without a co-adjutor,
 Novice, journey-man, or tutor.
 Yet thus much I can give you as a token
 Of his play's worth, no eggs are broken,
 Nor quaking custards with fierce teeth affrighted,
 Wherewith your rout are so delighted;
 Nor hales he in a gull old ends reciting,
 To stop gaps in his loose writing;
 With such a deal of monstrous and forced action,
 As might make Bethlem a faction:
 Nor made he his play for jests stolen from each table,
 But makes jests to fit his fable;
 And so presents quick comedy refined,
 As best critics have designed;
 The laws of time, place, persons he observeth,
 From no needful rule he swerveth.
 All gall and copperas from his ink he draineth,
 Only a little salt remaineth,
 Wherewith he'll rub your cheeks, till red, with laughter,
 They shall look fresh a week after.

   
ACT 1

SCENE 1.1.

              A room in Volpone’s house.

               Enter Volpone and Mosca.

VOLPONE.

Good morning to the day; and next, my gold:
 Open the shrine, that I may see my Saint.

[Mosca withdraws the curtain, and discovers piles of gold, plate, jewels, etc…]

Hail the world's soul, and mine! more glad than is
 The teeming earth to see the long'd-for sun
 Peep through the horns of the celestial Ram,
 Am I, to view thy splendour darkening his;
 That lying here, amongst my other hoards,
 Shew'st like a flame by night; or like the day
 Struck out of chaos, when all darkness fled
 Unto the centre. O thou son of Sol,
 But brighter than thy father, let me kiss,
 With adoration, thee, and every relick
 Of sacred treasure, in this blessed room.
 Well did wise poets, by thy glorious name,
 Title that age which they would have the best;
 Thou being the best of things: and far transcending
 All style of joy, in children, parents, friends,
 Or any other waking dream on earth:
 Thy looks when they to Venus did ascribe,
 They should have given her twenty thousand Cupids;
 Such are thy beauties and our loves! Dear saint,
 Riches, the dumb God, that giv'st all men tongues;
 That canst do nought, and yet mak'st men do all things;
 The price of souls; even hell, with thee to boot,
 Is made worth heaven. Thou art virtue, fame,
 Honour, and all things else. Who can get thee,
 He shall be noble, valiant, honest, wise,— 

MOSCA.

And what he will, sir. Riches are in fortune
 A greater good than wisdom is in nature. 

VOLPONE.

True, my beloved Mosca. Yet I glory
 More in the cunning purchase of my wealth,
 Than in the glad possession; since I gain
 No common way; I use no trade, no venture;
 I wound no earth with plough-shares; fat no beasts,
 To feed the shambles; have no mills for iron,
 Oil, corn, or men, to grind them into powder:
 I blow no subtle glass; expose no ships
 To threat'nings of the furrow-faced sea;
 I turn no monies in the public bank,
 Nor usure private. 

MOSCA.

No sir, nor devour
 Soft prodigals. You shall have some will swallow
 A melting heir as glibly as your Dutch
 Will pills of butter, and ne'er purge for it;
 Tear forth the fathers of poor families
 Out of their beds, and coffin them alive
 In some kind clasping prison, where their bones
 May be forth-coming, when the flesh is rotten:
 But your sweet nature doth abhor these courses;
 You lothe the widdow's or the orphan's tears
 Should wash your pavements, or their piteous cries
 Ring in your roofs, and beat the air for vengeance. 

VOLPONE.

Right, Mosca; I do lothe it. 

MOSCA.

And besides, sir,
 You are not like a thresher that doth stand
 With a huge flail, watching a heap of corn,
 And, hungry, dares not taste the smallest grain,
 But feeds on mallows, and such bitter herbs;
 Nor like the merchant, who hath fill'd his vaults
 With Romagnia, and rich Candian wines,
 Yet drinks the lees of Lombard's vinegar:
 You will not lie in straw, whilst moths and worms
 Feed on your sumptuous hangings and soft beds;
 You know the use of riches, and dare give now
 From that bright heap, to me, your poor observer,
 Or to your dwarf, or your hermaphrodite,
 Your eunuch, or what other household-trifle
 Your pleasure allows maintenance. 

VOLPONE.

Hold thee, Mosca,

[Gives him money.]

Take of my hand; thou strik'st on truth in all,
 And they are envious term thee parasite.
 Call forth my dwarf, my eunuch, and my fool,
 And let them make me sport.

[Exit Mos.]

What should I do,
 But cocker up my genius, and live free
 To all delights my fortune calls me to?
 I have no wife, no parent, child, ally,
 To give my substance to; but whom I make
 Must be my heir: and this makes men observe me:
 This draws new clients daily, to my house,
 Women and men of every sex and age,
 That bring me presents, send me plate, coin, jewels,
 With hope that when I die (which they expect
 Each greedy minute) it shall then return
 Ten-fold upon them; whilst some, covetous
 Above the rest, seek to engross me whole,
 And counter-work the one unto the other,
 Contend in gifts, as they would seem in love:
 All which I suffer, playing with their hopes,
 And am content to coin them into profit,
 To look upon their kindness, and take more,
 And look on that; still bearing them in hand,
 Letting the cherry knock against their lips,
 And draw it by their mouths, and back again.—
 How now! 

[Re-enter Mosca with Nano, Androgyno and Castrone.] 

NANO.

Now, room for fresh gamesters, who do will you to know,
 They do bring you neither play, nor university show;
 And therefore do entreat you, that whatsoever they rehearse,
 May not fare a whit the worse, for the false pace of the verse.
 If you wonder at this, you will wonder more ere we pass,
 For know, here is inclosed the soul of Pythagoras,
 That juggler divine, as hereafter shall follow;
 Which soul, fast and loose, sir, came first from Apollo,
 And was breath'd into Aethalides; Mercurius his son,
 Where it had the gift to remember all that ever was done.
 From thence it fled forth, and made quick transmigration
 To goldy-lock'd Euphorbus, who was killed in good fashion,
 At the siege of old Troy, by the cuckold of Sparta.
 Hermotimus was next (I find it in my charta)
 To whom it did pass, where no sooner it was missing
 But with one Pyrrhus of Delos it learn'd to go a fishing;
 And thence did it enter the sophist of Greece.
 From Pythagore, she went into a beautiful piece,
 Hight Aspasia, the meretrix; and the next toss of her
 Was again of a whore, she became a philosopher,
 Crates the cynick, as it self doth relate it:
 Since kings, knights, and beggars, knaves, lords and fools gat it,
 Besides, ox and ass, camel, mule, goat, and brock,
 In all which it hath spoke, as in the cobler's cock.
 But I come not here to discourse of that matter,
 Or his one, two, or three, or his greath oath, BY QUATER!
 His musics, his trigon, his golden thigh,
 Or his telling how elements shift, but I
 Would ask, how of late thou best suffered translation,
 And shifted thy coat in these days of reformation. 

ANDROGYNO.

Like one of the reformed, a fool, as you see,
 Counting all old doctrine heresy. 

NANO.

But not on thine own forbid meats hast thou ventured? 

ANDROGYNO.

On fish, when first a Carthusian I enter'd. 

NANO.

Why, then thy dogmatical silence hath left thee? 

ANDROGYNO.

Of that an obstreperous lawyer bereft me. 

NANO.

O wonderful change, when sir lawyer forsook thee!
 For Pythagore's sake, what body then took thee? 

ANDROGYNO.

A good dull mule. 

NANO.

And how! by that means
 Thou wert brought to allow of the eating of beans? 

ANDROGYNO.

Yes. 

NANO.

But from the mule into whom didst thou pass? 

ANDROGYNO.

Into a very strange beast, by some writers call'd an ass;
 By others, a precise, pure, illuminate brother,
 Of those devour flesh, and sometimes one another;
 And will drop you forth a libel, or a sanctified lie,
 Betwixt every spoonful of a nativity pie. 

NANO.

Now quit thee, for heaven, of that profane nation;
 And gently report thy next transmigration. 

ANDROGYNO.

To the same that I am. 

NANO.

A creature of delight,
 And, what is more than a fool, an hermaphrodite!
 Now, prithee, sweet soul, in all thy variation,
 Which body would'st thou choose, to keep up thy station? 

ANDROGYNO.

Troth, this I am in: even here would I tarry. 

NANO.

'Cause here the delight of each sex thou canst vary? 

ANDROGYNO.

Alas, those pleasures be stale and forsaken;
 No, 'tis your fool wherewith I am so taken,
 The only one creature that I can call blessed:
 For all other forms I have proved most distressed. 

NANO.

Spoke true, as thou wert in Pythagoras still.
 This learned opinion we celebrate will,
 Fellow eunuch, as behoves us, with all our wit and art,
 To dignify that whereof ourselves are so great and special a part. 

VOLPONE.

Now, very, very pretty! Mosca, this
 Was thy invention? 

MOSCA.

If it please my patron,
 Not else. 

VOLPONE.

It doth, good Mosca. 

MOSCA.

Then it was, sir. 

NANO AND CASTRONE.

[Sing.]

Fools, they are the only nation
 Worth men's envy, or admiration:
 Free from care or sorrow-taking,
 Selves and others merry making:
 All they speak or do is sterling.
 Your fool he is your great man's darling,
 And your ladies' sport and pleasure;
 Tongue and bauble are his treasure.
 E'en his face begetteth laughter,
 And he speaks truth free from slaughter;
 He's the grace of every feast,
 And sometimes the chiefest guest;
 Hath his trencher and his stool,
 When wit waits upon the fool:
 O, who would not be
 He, he, he? 

[Knocking without.] 

VOLPONE.

Who's that? Away!

[Exeunt Nano and Castrone.]

Look, Mosca. Fool, begone!

[Exit Androgyno.] 

MOSCA.

'Tis Signior Voltore, the advocate;
 I know him by his knock. 

VOLPONE.

Fetch me my gown,
 My furs and night-caps; say, my couch is changing,
 And let him entertain himself awhile
 Without i' the gallery.

[Exit Mosca.]

Now, now, my clients
 Begin their visitation! Vulture, kite,
 Raven, and gorcrow, all my birds of prey,
 That think me turning carcase, now they come;
 I am not for them yet—

[Re-enter Mosca, with the gown, etc…]

How now! the news? 

MOSCA.

A piece of plate, sir. 

VOLPONE.

Of what bigness? 

MOSCA.

Huge,
 Massy, and antique, with your name inscribed,
 And arms engraven. 

VOLPONE.

Good! and not a fox
 Stretch'd on the earth, with fine delusive sleights,
 Mocking a gaping crow? ha, Mosca? 

MOSCA.

Sharp, sir. 

VOLPONE.

Give me my furs.

[Puts on his sick dress.]

Why dost thou laugh so, man? 

MOSCA.

I cannot choose, sir, when I apprehend
 What thoughts he has without now, as he walks:
 That this might be the last gift he should give;
 That this would fetch you; if you died today,
 And gave him all, what he should be tomorrow;
 What large return would come of all his ventures;
 How he should worship'd be, and reverenced;
 Ride with his furs, and foot-cloths; waited on
 By herds of fools, and clients; have clear way
 Made for his mule, as letter'd as himself;
 Be call'd the great and learned advocate:
 And then concludes, there's nought impossible. 

VOLPONE.

Yes, to be learned, Mosca. 

MOSCA.

O no: rich
 Implies it. Hood an ass with reverend purple,
 So you can hide his two ambitious ears,
 And he shall pass for a cathedral doctor. 

VOLPONE.

My caps, my caps, good Mosca. Fetch him in. 

MOSCA.

Stay, sir, your ointment for your eyes. 

VOLPONE.

That's true;
 Dispatch, dispatch: I long to have possession
 Of my new present. 

MOSCA.

That, and thousands more,
 I hope, to see you lord of. 

VOLPONE.

Thanks, kind Mosca. 

MOSCA.

And that, when I am lost in blended dust,
 And hundred such as I am, in succession— 

VOLPONE.

Nay, that were too much, Mosca. 

MOSCA.

You shall live,
 Still, to delude these harpies. 

VOLPONE.

Loving Mosca!
 'Tis well: my pillow now, and let him enter.

[Exit Mosca.]

Now, my fain'd cough, my pthisic, and my gout,
 My apoplexy, palsy, and catarrhs,
 Help, with your forced functions, this my posture,
 Wherein, this three year, I have milk'd their hopes.
 He comes; I hear him-Uh! [coughing.] uh! uh! uh! O-

[Re-enter Mosca, introducing Voltore, with a piece of plate.] 

MOSCA.

You still are what you were, sir. Only you,
 Of all the rest, are he commands his love,
 And you do wisely to preserve it thus,
 With early visitation, and kind notes
 Of your good meaning to him, which, I know,
 Cannot but come most grateful. Patron! Sir!
 Here's signior Voltore is come -

VOLPONE

[Faintly.]: 

What say you? 

MOSCA.

Sir, signior Voltore is come this morning
 To visit you. 

VOLPONE.

I thank him. 

MOSCA.

And hath brought
 A piece of antique plate, bought of St Mark,
 With which he here presents you. 

VOLPONE.

He is welcome.
 Pray him to come more often. 

MOSCA.

Yes. 

VOLTORE.

What says he? 

MOSCA.

He thanks you, and desires you see him often. 

VOLPONE.

Mosca. 

MOSCA.

My patron! 

VOLPONE.

Bring him near, where is he?
 I long to feel his hand. 

MOSCA.

The plate is here, sir. 

VOLTORE.

How fare you, sir? 

VOLPONE.

I thank you, signior Voltore;
 Where is the plate? mine eyes are bad. 

VOLTORE.

[Putting it into his hands.]

I'm sorry,

To see you still thus weak. 

MOSCA. 

[Aside.]

That he's not weaker. 

VOLPONE.

You are too munificent. 

VOLTORE.

No sir; would to heaven,
 I could as well give health to you, as that plate! 

VOLPONE.

You give, sir, what you can: I thank you. Your love
 Hath taste in this, and shall not be unanswer'd:
 I pray you see me often. 

VOLTORE.

Yes, I shall sir. 

VOLPONE.

Be not far from me. 

FIN DE L’EXTRAIT
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