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The anonymous play She Ventures and He Wins shares an important feature with better known English comedies like The Lucky Chance and The Lady’s Last Stake: its title expresses the centrality of gambling to character and action.  From the comedies of John Dryden, Sir George Etherege, and Aphra Behn in the 1660s and 1670s to the post–Revolution (after 1688) comedies of William Congreve, Thomas Southerne, and Susanna Centlivre, characters gamble and talk of gambling with regularity. The high stakes gambling at cards or dice, which epitomized the carnival excesses of Restoration England, has been described as integral to a few touchstone plays like The Man of Mode or The Country Wife. However, such “deep play” has not been recognized as a paradigm for much of the comedy written and performed between 1660 and 1714. In his classic The Gay Couple in Restoration Comedy J. H. Smith examined “love as a game” in numerous plays; J. D. Canfield in his recent Tricksters and Estates saw the trickster as a key to social and subversive comedies of the era. Neither Smith’s metaphor nor Canfield’s anachronistic figure has the resonance of the games and gamesters that obsessed Restoration England. My paper, in contrast, outlines an approach to comedy (its plots and characters, its wit and humor) grounded in this culture. Drawing on anthropologists like Georges Bataille and Clifford Geertz, I argue for the significance of one Restoration practice – gambling – to our understanding of another cultural form – comedy. In action and language much Restoration comedy depends on characters’ skill or luck as gamesters. As implied by the titles listed above, the “venture” of a character’s “stake” leads to the comic outcome, to the maintenance or loss of social identity so closely associated with the culture of gambling and so often at risk within it.

