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In 1982, Richard C. Frushell urged the necessity for a critical
study of Susanna Centlivre’s plays. Since then, only a handful of
books and articles briefly discuss her—and many attempt wrongly to
force her into various critical models.

Drawing on performativity models, my reading of several Centlivre
plays (Love’s Contrivance, The Gamester, The Basset-Table and A Bold
Stroke for a Wife) asks the question, “What was it like to see these
plays in performance?” Occupying somewhat uneasy ground between
literature and theatre studies, I borrow useful tools from both, to
create what might be styled a New Historicist Dramaturgy.

I urge a re-examination of the period 1708-28. The standard
reading of theatre of the period is that it was static. This “dry
spell” of English theatre, most critics agree, was filled with stock
characters and predictable plot lines. But it is during this so-called
“dry spell” that Centlivre refines her stagecraft, and convinces
cautious managers to bank on her work, providing evidence that
playwrights of the period were subtly experimenting.

The previous trend in scholarship of this cautious and paranoid
era of theatre history has been to shy away from examining the plays in
any depth, and fall back on pigeonholing them. But why were the
playwrights turning out the work that they did? What is truly
representative of the period? Continued examination may stop us from

calling the period a “dry spell.” For that purpose, examining some of



Centlivre’s early work encourages us to avoid the tendency to study
only a few playwrights of the period, and to avoid the trap of focusing
on biography rather than text.

I propose a different kind of aesthetic, stemming from my
interest in the text as precursor to performance. Some of these works
may not seem fertile ground for theorists, but discarding them on that

basis fails to take into account their original purpose: to entertain.
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CHAPTER 1

| NTRCDUCTI ON

In Book Ill of The Dunciad, as the goddess Dull ness
mar shal s her forces, the follow ng description occurs:

Lo next two slip-shod Miuses traipse al ong,

In lofty madness, neditating song,

Wth tresses staring from poetic dreans,

And never wash’d but in Castalia’ s streans:

Haywood, Centlivre, Gories of their race! (141-

45)
Susanna Centlivre (1669?-1723) has the dubi ous pl easure of
receiving multiple attacks from Pope. |In Book Il of The
Dunci ad, she’s described briefly as one of the conpany of
dunces (“At last Centlivre felt her voice to fail” 381); in
his 1715 “Further Account of the Condition of Ednund Curll”
she is closely associated with the Gub Street hacks.
Per haps fortunately, she died in 1723, and never saw the
unflattering description of herself in The Dunciad. But
she was not unaware of Pope’s dislike of both her
unfem ni ne practice of witing and her Wiig politics, and

was not above sniping at himin her own works.



Ironically, criticismof The Dunciad can serve to
illumnate the critical stance | wish to take in ny study
of Centlivre. Robert Kilburn Root points out that “From
t he begi nning, one of the objections nost frequently urged
agai nst the Dunciad by hostile critics has been the
insignificance of its victins” (13-14), while nore recent
critics counterclaimthat “The truth is that nearly all the
witers satirized in The Dunciad had either distinguished
t hensel ves or were to distinguish thenselves in sone
particular field of intellectual effort” (Lounsbury 259-
60). It is an interesting exercise for the student to
attenpt to place Centlivre in one of these two categories:
is she insignificant? O is she distinguished? This
conundrum sinply put, is the current state of Centlivre
schol ar shi p.

In a way, nodern schol ars have shifted to one side of
the question in agreeing that she was representative of the
period, and that her plays can be pleasing entertai nnents
even for current audi ences—hence, she nust be distingui shed
in some fashion. However, many of them spend a great dea
of ink still attenpting to boost her aesthetic reputation
by way of reading her work in overtly theoretical ways,

hence forcing readings of the plays which would di sappear



into a vapor under the harsh lighting of the stage. This
seens to me to be an exercise in fallacious reasoning; in
particul ar, that of applying aesthetic standards to her
wor k which do not at all reflect the atnosphere in which
she wote. | will go on to argue that forcing overtly

Wi ggi sh readi ngs of her work does not take into account

t he paranoid and extrenely cautious atnosphere of the

peri od between 1699-1728, but will nention briefly here
that turning Centlivre into a fem ni st cause cel ebre seens
equal | y as wrong- headed.

It is for soneone el se to exam ne gendered rhetoric in
her dedi cations, prologues, and epilogues. | do not argue
that it is a non-issue, as many of those particul ar pieces
concern thensel ves quite vehenently with a defense of
femal e aut horship. However, the discussion of the
condi ti ons under which wonen playwights of the period
| abored, and the choices they made in how to address their
audi ence on that subject, has been undertaken by far better
schol ars than nyself.! And such issues do not generally
find their way into the plays thenselves, so to join the
scholarly fem ni st conversati on does not serve to
illumnate what | want to say about how t hese plays

function in performance. | prefer to steer clear of the



tendency of “fem nist scholars who would rather find their
witers preoccupied with their marginality than playing
hardball in the marketplace” (Pettit 7), as Centlivre
clearly is.

Nor do | feel the need to delve into biography. What
we know for sure of Centlivre's early life is sketchy at
best, and docunented exhaustively (insofar as that is
possible with such a dearth of material) by both John
Bowyer in The Celebrated Ms. Centlivre (1952) and by F.P
Lock’s Susanna Centlivre (1979). Both her biographers are
careful to present the sal aci ous and specious details of
her early life with a grain of salt; later commentary pl ays
up the risqué’ “details” of her origins as if it were
gospel truth. Janes R Sutherland’ s neticul ous schol arship
in his article for Review of English Studies? relieves ne of
the necessity of either pointing out the practitioners of
such egregious error, or of correcting it. The nost
hel pful discussion of Centlivre biography to date is that
of Nancy Copeland, in her introduction to the recent
critical edition of A Bold Stroke for a Wfe. Copel and
argues that the early focus on possible |iaisons and
assi gnations was “thoroughly gendered’”, and denonstrates

“the persistent nystery of femal e authorship”(8,9).



One such story bears repeating, at the risk of joining
the ranks of the sal acious and egregious: Centlivre is said
to have | eft home because of the stereotypical w cked
stepnother, and is found weeping by the roadsi de by Anthony
Hanmond. Smitten, Hammond carries her off to Canbri dge,
where she stays for several nonths di sguised as his cousin
Jack, and, tellingly, attends university classes, as well
as whatever “cousinly” duties took up her tinme. This
story, first attributed to John Mdttley in 1747's A
Complete List of All the English Dramatic Poets, is
fascinating on several |evels.

First, as Copeland points out, it is typical of the
way that criticismof this period focused on wonen’s |ives
rather than their livelihood (8). Mreover, the story’s
basis is masquerade, costune, disguise; tropes that
Centlivre turns to again and again in her work. \Wether or
not there is a shred of truth to it (which is highly
unlikely, tomy mnd), | find it fascinating that a thene
of her drama becones so ingrained in the story of her life.
Interestingly, several of the contradictory accounts of her
early life seened to cone straight from her—she gave out
several versions of her early marriages, for instance. By

this exanple, we can see how difficult assenbling a



coherent life narrative is in this case, as well as noting
that what | will argue is a tendency to equivocate seens to
extend to her personal |life as well as her work.

So far | have defined ny study of Centlivre in the
negative. Let us then proceed to what it is | would |ike
to acconplish by this study. 1In 1982, in the introduction
to the facsimle edition of Centlivre’ s conplete works,
Richard C. Frushell urged that “a critical study of
[Centlivre s] dramati c—and nondramati c—works is very nuch
needed” (ix). | couldn’t agree nore. Turning a critical
eye on her works has not been a very popul ar choi ce anong
schol ars, however. There are a handful of books which
di scuss her in passing, as well as a few articl es—npst of
whi ch focus on A Bold Stroke for a Wfe, and many of which
attenpt to force her into critical nodels where she doesn’t
confortably fit.

As an amateur director and actress, | was first
attracted to Centlivre because of what | perceived to be
her stageability: when | read A Bold Stroke for a Wfe, the
production schene was obvious, and it was clear to ne that
the hunor had withstood the test of time. Add to that
M | hous and Hunme’'s strident proviso that “Plays conme to

life only in performance, and to insist upon analyzing them



internms of text alone is nethodol ogi cal cowardice” (7),
and ny nodus operandi clarified—a reading of Centlivre's

pl ays which is driven by the question, “Wat was it like to
see these plays in performance?” M critical approach
occupi es sonewhat uneasy ground between literature and
theatre studies. | hope that | have borrowed useful tools
fromboth, in order to create what m ght be styled for |ack
of a nore creative term a New Historicist Dramaturgy.?

It is ny intent to urge other scholars to re-exam ne
the period 1708-28 in particular. The standard take on the
period is Hune’s: “the theatre was in an unhealthy state,
and even after the permanent reestablishnment of a second
conpany in 1714 the managers renai ned stodgy, careful, and
unvent uresone. Stagi ng new plays was al ways an expensive
ganble, and in periods of stasis and nonconpetition the new
pl ays were few and nostly unexperinental” (Rakish 215).
This “dry spell” ends with The Beggar’s Opera: but previous
to this radical departure in stagecraft, the plays, nost
critics agree, are filled with stock characters and
predi ctable plot |ines.

But it is during this so-called “dry spell” that
Centlivre ends her apprenticeship and begins to nmaster the

stage. She is able to convince stodgy and cauti ous



managers to take a chance on her work, despite the fact
that her first commercial success (1705 s The Ganester) is
only a noderate financial success. And, as | wll argue
further in chapter three, her plays may provide us with an
exanpl e that playwights of the period were experinenti ng—
just not in ways that are i nmedi ately obvi ous.

The trend in previous schol arship of this cautious and
paranoid era of theatre history has been to shy away from
exam ning the plays in any depth, and fall back on
attenpting to pigeonhole them nentioning their “sanmeness”
(which Hunme rightly points out is specious), and noving
hastily on. Recent work by Oney and Collins, to nane a
few, seens to ne nore fruitful, and inforns ny study of
this play: why were the playwights turning out the work
that they did? Wat is truly representative of the period,
in whatever terns of popularity one chooses, rather than
t he few works ant hol ogi zed? What can those choices tell us
about the stage? Continued exam nation nmay | ead us away
fromcalling the period a “dry spell,” nuch in the sane
manner that, for an earlier time, the term*“Dark Ages” has
been abandoned by careful scholars. For that purpose,
exam ning sone of Centlivre's early work, as she hones her

craft, and then noving on to one of her great successes,



gives us a way to shake us out of our tendency to be
“content to ignore all but atiny mnority of the rel evant
pl ayw i ghts” (Hume Devel opnent 13), and to avoid the trap
of focusing on biography rather than text.

In short, | propose a different kind of aesthetic,
again stemmng fromny interest in the text as precursor to
performance, and fromnmny interest in escaping what
Al exander Pettit has terned “the stultifying boxi ness of
old nodels of period” (5. Ganted, sone of these works
may not be terribly fertile ground for theorists, but
di scarding themon that basis fails to take into account
their original purpose: to entertain. Conedy, as any
professional can tell you, is hard work.

In Chapter Two, | exam ne Love s Contrivance, or Le
Medecin mal gre’ Lui, Centlivre's fourth play, and the first
pl ay which had a run which lasted nore than a week. It is
a pastiche of three Moliere plays, and is the first tine
that Centlivre works with several major players; sonme of
whom she remai ns cl osely associated wth for many years.
In analyzing this piece, 1'lIl ook at her borrow ngs from
the French, the attenpt she makes to define “English
humour”, and her early efforts at positioning herself in

the Collier debate on stage reform



Chapter Three | ooks at The Ganester, her first mjor
commercial success. |[|’'ll argue that the play exhibits the
anxi ety caused by the shift froma |landed to a cash
econony. Mreover, it is a subtle formof experinent in
whi ch Centlivre pays lip-service to the Collier canp, while
calling into question the efficacy of the reform conedy.

The follow up play, The Basset-Table, is the subject
of Chapter Four. 1It’s not a great stage piece. M reason
for examning it lies in my belief that it is an excellent
wor ki ng nodel for a way to use the plays to center our
di scussion of theater history in this period.

A Bold Stroke for a Wfe is one of Centlivre's
great est successes, and is the nost witten about of al
her work. However, ny argunent in Chapter Five is that
nmost criticismof this piece tends to focus on ideol ogies
whi ch do not |end thensel ves to what M I hous and Hune have
termed “produci ble interpretations,” thereby neglecting a

vital and vibrant area of drama criticism

10



! See, for instance, Glbert and Gubar’s excellent chapter
“Infection in the Sentence: The Wwnman Witer and the

Anxi ety of Authorship” in The Madwoman in the Attic: The
Wman Witer and the N neteenth-Century Literary

| magi nation. Al though dealing with work a good deal |ater
intime, it is nonetheless informative on the subject of
the socialization of the woman artist. Dale Spender’s work
on wonen witers, Mthers of the Novel, while giving
sonewhat short shrift to dramatists, provides a careful

| ook at the growmh of the tradition of wonen’s writing.

Her Living By the Pen: Early British Wonmen Witers is al so
worthwhile. A very short |ist of other authors on this
general subject includes: Re-Dressing the Canon: Essays on
Theatre and Gender by Alisa Sol onon; The Iron Pen: Frances
Burney and the Politics of Wonen’s Witing by Julia
Epstei n; Broken Boundaries: Wnen and Fem nismin
Restoration Drama ed. Katherine M Quinsey; Ends of Enpire:
The Prostituted Miuse: |Inages of Wnen and Wonen Dramati sts
1642- 1737 by Jacquel i ne Pearson; Fem nismin Ei ghteenth-
Century Engl and by Katherine M Rogers; Wnen and | deol ogy
in Early Eighteenth-Century Literature by Laura Brown;
Narrative Transvestism Rhetoric and Gender in the

Ei ght eent h- Century Novel by Madel ei ne Kahn; Wnen
Playwights in England, c. 1363-1750 by Nancy Cotton; The
Sign of Angelica: Wnen, Witing and Fiction, 1660-1800 by
Janet Todd; Raising Their Voices: British Wonen Witers
1650-1750 by Marilyn L. WIIlianmson; and Wnen and Conedy:
Rewriting the British Theatrical Tradition by Susan

Carl son.

2 “The Progress of Error: Ms. Centlivre and the

Bi ographers.” Review of English Studies 18 (1942): 167-
182.
1 believe Robert D. Hune’'s latest critical term archeo-
historicism could nost |ikely be applied to ny nethod.

11



CHAPTER 2

“I OWN My SELF OBLIG D TO THE FRENCH': CENTLI VRE
REVI SES MOLI ERE

Centlivre's fourth play and third conedy, Love’'s
Contrivance, or, Le Medecin nmalgre Lui (title page
spelling), opened on 4 June 1703 at Drury Lane, and was
performed approxi mately twenty-four tinmes, although nost of
t hose performances were sandw ched in between other plays.?
Nor does this figure account for the entire performance
hi story of the play. 1In July 1703, Drury Lane presented
just the play’'s last act, along with acts from several
other plays, along with nusical interludes®. As Centlivre's
script was a pastiche of three of Moliere s plays—Fhe
Forced Marri age, The Forced Physician (which nodern
audi ences generally know as The Physician in Spite of
Hi nsel f), and Sganarelle, or The Imaginary Cuckold, it
becanme an easily-portable part of the repertory of any
conpany wanting to put on what anobunted to a theatre
variety act. Managers seened to have no conmpunction at
using it as “filler” in between the runs of other plays;
hence, Centlivre did not make nmuch profit by it

financially. However, it served her well as a “practice”

12



pi ece: we find experinentation in this play with what wll
become famliar tropes, and it also served to keep her nane
before the managers and thereby, before the public.

The anount of criticismdealing with Love’s
Contrivance is hardly overwhel mng. Frushell focuses on
“t he unusual variety of playing places” (xvi), while Jay E.
Oney cites the unusual timng of the second author’s
benefit (nearly a year after the first one) in order to
argue for the strength of Centlivre's relationships with
t he personnel of both conpanies. Centlivre's chief
bi ographer F. P. Lock gives the play the nost thorough
treatment to date. He places it as the first successful
pi ece of her “apprenticeship” period (her first four plays,
1700-1703), and includes a fairly thorough anal ysis of what
Moliere material Centlivre had planned to use as a three-
act farce, which ultimately she fleshed out to present as a
five-act conedy.® Lock devotes a |ong paragraph to an
anal ysis of which elenents he believes are nost Centlivre's
own; comments favorably on the “proviso” scene between the
i ngenue’ and her elderly suitor. He proceeds to conpare
the characters to Centlivre s second play, The Beau s Duel

(1702), in order to argue that the overall structure of

13



Love’'s Contrivance is closer to that play than it is to any
of the Moliere works.

My purpose in analyzing this early piece is first to
exam ne how closely Centlivre followed Mliere s | ead, and
to see what the nature of her departure from Moliere can
say about her stagecraft in general. She nmakes sone
interesting clains about the nature of English conedy in
the dedication to the piece, and | will discuss both |ine
and thematic variations in order to explore what | see as a
certain anbiguity between what her dedication clains, and
what the work actually does. 1’'Il argue that this
di screpancy between ideol ogy and practice sets the stage
for her position in the Collier controversy, during which
she bal anced precariously between satisfying sone very
vocal critics and the paying public. | wll also exam ne
her early stagecraft along the way; this play shows the
prelimnary working-out of practices that will becone
st andar d.

“When first | took those scenes of Mdlier’'s [sic]”,
says Centlivre in her preface, “lI design’'d but three Acts;
for that reason | chose such as suited best wth Farce” (n.
pg.). The piece is highly farcical, as one m ght expect,

given the source material —yet, at 68 pages it is alnost the

14



| ength of every other piece | have exam ned for this work.
Rat her than three acts, there are five; Centlivre clains
t hat she expanded the play on the advice of “sone very good
Judges”, a claimwhich at once | ends her support and
attenpts to relieve her of sone authorial responsibility.
There are thirteen scenes in the play, five of which
are of Centlivre' s invention. Appendix Aillustrates an
approximate |ine disposition for authorship of the
material, while Appendix B illustrates the overal
percentage of the play for which each author is
responsible.* As those totals show, Centlivre wote over
half of the material, while the rest is identical with
specific Mdliere scenes. The figures for Centlivre’'s
aut horshi p are sonewhat m sl eadi ng, as many of the scenes
are nodel ed closely on Moliere in as plot and thene, yet
fl eshed out differently in detail. But nonethel ess, these
figures give at least a prelimnary sense of what it
actually neans when Centlivre states, “Sone scenes, |
confess, are partly taken from Mlier [sic]” (Preface n.
Ppg. ).
This is clearly a slight equivocation on Centlivre's
part—er at |east, a semantic obfuscation; nmy first exanple

of how Centlivre's comentary on her nethod doesn’t always

15



mat ch up to what she actually does. Note that Appendix A
does give a fairly clear picture of her organizational

t echni que: she alternates between her own work and
Moliere s; often her original material provides | ogical
transitions to link two separate plays—ever does she put
two Moliere pieces back-to-back. The statistics also raise
the question of why the piece’s French subtitle is Le
Medecin mal gre Lui (The Forced Physician), as a | arger
percentage of material actually cones from The Forced
Marriage. There is nothing in the Preface to indicate
Centlivre's reasoning, but I would assune she was using the
popul arity of the former play as a drawing card for her

own.

Moving fromoverall organization to matters of plot,
we find that Centlivre follows fairly standard practice in
her dramatis personae and plot structure. The play
i nvol ves one romantic couple, blocked by a tyrannical,
greedy father, and one “gay” couple, blocked by their own
m sgi vi ngs about the marriage state (harking back to the
Restoration stage). An ancient suitor who fancies hinself
a young lover and a pair of comc servants finish up the

cast.

16



Selfwll (WIlliamBullock, Sr.) has first prom sed
Luci nda (Jane Rogers) to Bell me (Robert WIks), but
rescinds in favor of Sir Toby Doubtful’s (Johnson) far
| arger fortune. Octavio (MIls) hears of this switch from
Sir Toby, who confides in himbecause Cctavio’ s father was
his close friend. Octavio is Bellme's best friend
however, and so attenpts to assist himin recovering
Lucinda. After a rocky start, involving sone
m sconmmuni cation wth Lucinda’s cousin Belliza (Anne
Adfield), with whom Cctavio falls in |ove, the young
peopl e conspire to baffle Sir Toby. They are assisted in
their plot by Bellme's former servant Martin (**Norris),
who gets involved in part because of his termagant w fe
(**Ms. Norris). The play ends, predictably, with Lucinda
and Bellme happily married, and the weddi ng of Cctavio and
Bel li za presumably not long to follow after. The cast is
fairly strong: as Frushell notes, it “was nore than
conpetent in its growi ng acting experience, wth nost of
the players having al ready appeared in a Centlivre play and
nost to appear afterwards” (xvii).

Centlivre was beginning to forge working relationships
with both the Lincoln’s Inn Fields and the Drury Lane

conpani es; as M| hous and Hunme point out, “attached

17



professional witers were extrenely conscious of the
performers available to themin any particul ar conpany”
(51). One casting challenge in particular faced her with
the Drury Lane conpany, and dictated the structure of the
pl ay-—what to do about Jane Rogers and Robert W] ks?

At this time, playwights working to cast the
personnel of Drury Lane had quite a challenge in witing
for Rogers and WI ks. Sonmewhere near the turn of the
century, the two had had a nmuch-publicized affair which
ended badly, sone time after the birth of their daughter
(Highfill 69). Rogers, the classic “woman scorned,” went
so far as to bite WIlks on the cheek during a performance
of Venice Preserv’'d, the play which had previously
celebrated their status as |overs on and off-stage. Theatre
personnel now had to think twi ce about witing any scene
whi ch m ght bring Rogers within biting range—so nuch for
any | ove scenes between the two.

Nonet hel ess, Rogers and Wl ks are the romantic | eads
of the piece, thanks to a clever piece of stagecraft by
Centlivre. Not only are the romantic couple bl ocked by a
cruel father, they are so blocked that they don't even
manage to appear together until the |ast scene—and even

then, they nerely kneel together and ask for Selfwll’s

18



bl essing. There is next to no interaction, keeping the
risk of flare-ups very low Centlivre takes very little
fromMliere s work that involves dial ogue between | overs,
and doesn’t take the risk of making WI ks and Rogers pl ay
the sparring “gay couple”.?®

While this is a savvy nove on her part, the casting of
the two nale | eads shows that she wasn’t quite as confident
i n choosi ng what actor should play which role. The part of
Bellme is technically the nale lead; it is not until late
in the play that the character shows sone sign of being the
precursor to the tour de force role of Fainwell in A Bold
Stroke for A Wfe. The role of Cctavio, the best friend,
is consistently nore entertaining, because his lines are
far nore witty. Wlks and MIIls are the two nmal e | eads, but
MIlls has nore stage tinme in general, and is a nore
interesting character in particular, because he is
responsi bl e for noving the plot al ong.

Such casting runs counter to how Centlivre and ot her
dramati sts would use the two in the future: WIks turns out
to have real star quality, while according to the avail abl e
commentary, MIIls garners the reputation of being a

reliable, conpetent, but sonewhat pedestrian actor.

19



According to the DNB he was a “graceful, careful actor”
(446) who generally got higher praise for his tragic roles.

As the DNB al so describes MIs as an actor possessed
chiefly of “nmediocrity and propriety of conduct” (283), it
seens clear that he was not considered the | ead actor of
the Drury Lane conpany. That honor bel onged to Robert
Wl ks. Apparently, the less talented MIIls often served as
a foil for the nore show W I ks—oll ey C bber describes
their working relationship thus:

[MIIs] was an honest, quiet, careful Mn, of as

few Faul ts as Excellencies, and WI ks rather

chose himfor his second in many Pl ays, than an

Actor of perhaps greater Skill that was not so

| aboriously diligent. (qtd. in Highfill 247)°
So far, this seens an appropriate description of the
primary and secondary | eads. But as nentioned previously,
Centlivre's enphasis seens askew. Cctavio enters first,
and plunges directly into a scene with Sir Toby Doubtful,
whi ch is amusing slapstick taken from The Forced Marri age
al nrost word-for-word. Sir Toby asks Cctavi o whet her he
should marry—©ctavio sticks his foot init with a frank
declaration that Sir Toby is far too old. Mst of the

scene is quite appropriate for an actor of MIIs's type: a
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page or so is spent in calmy and carefully establishing
Sir Toby' s age. But near the end of the scene, the actor
is called upon to nmake faces, and to address asides to the
audi ence maki ng fun of each of Sir Toby' s lines-WIks’s
particular talents seemfar nore suited for such a physi cal
scene. Wiile WIlliamBullock, Sr. is the best choice for
Sir Toby, skipping and danci ng around the stage attenpting
to prove his sprightliness, it seens that Wl ks would have
nost |ikely picked up on the possibility of mugging to the
audi ence far earlier in the scene.

Bell me and Cctavio enter together in Act Two, Scene
One, but Bellme is only onstage for eighteen |ines before
he surrenders the boards to Cctavio and Belliza, neeting
for the first time. This scene is charm ng because it is
full of witty sexual tension and m scommuni cation, as the
two take each other’s neasure on various levels. Belliza
is on an errand to Bellme on behalf of her cousin Lucinda,
and COctavio m stakenly assunes that she is Bellme’'s
mstress. In an attenpt to help Bell me, he answers
untruthfully when Belliza questions himabout Bellme’s
feelings for Lucinda: “Ha! She's jealous, | nust not
di scover the Truth, lest the Consequence be prejudicial to

nmy Friend” (18), he exclains. Octavio’s verbal gymastics
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are astounding in this scene: he sinultaneously attenpts to
keep his friend out of hot water with a jeal ous m stress,
and to court that mstress for hinself. Not exactly an
easy task for an actor who is judged to be sonmewhat staid
in manner—far nore a part for an actor who portrays
reprobates and rakes, as Wl ks was wont to do in |ater

pl ays. When Bellme returns to the stage, he spends nost
of his time bewailing this unfortunate turn of events in a
parody of heroic style; his | anguage ornate and over bl own.
Cctavio, in contrast, noves rapidly between teasing,
blustering, trying to think of a solution, and confessing
his attraction to Belliza while disparaging the married
state.

Cctavi o appears again in Act Three, Scene One, brashly
inviting hinmself in to Selfwill’s | odgings because he knows
that Sir Toby is there. On the strength of his friendship
with the old suitor, he is admtted, and is able to deliver
a nessage to Lucinda. He is present when she feigns a fit,
which | eads to her counterfeit dunbness, and is thus able
to set up the plot involving the imaginary, or forced,
physi cian. Thanks to Cctavio's direct intervention and
assi stance, Lucinda is able to sneak out of the house to

eventually marry Bellme. 1In this scene, Octavio is the
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mast er of the situation, as he assists Lucinda s deception,
and gets in sone good words for hinself with Belliza,
reversing her interpretation of what occurred at their
first nmeeting. This sort of action is quite simlar to
what Sir Janmes Courtly is called to performin The Basset -
Tabl e—+hat role was played by Wl ks, rather than M1 s.

In Act Five, Scene 2, Bellme finally gets a star
turn, as he inpersonates a fluff-headed phil osopher whom
Sir Toby calls on for advice. This scene, and Act Five,
Scene Four (an encounter w th anot her phil osopher), are
very little changed fromtheir originals in The Forced
Marriage. The rapid-fire philosophical hodge-podge that
Bel Ime spouts is very funny, and calls for an actor who is
qui ck and sprightly: perfect for Wlks. Mreover, the two
phi | osophers are very different in approach and
tenperanment, so WIlks is here able to stretch artistically.

The play ends in Act Five, Scene Four, with Cctavio
delivering the bulk of the lines to explain to the ol der
characters how they have been duped. He has seventeen
lines, including the play’s last two rhyned couplets, while
BelIme has only el even (four of which are “Ha ha ha”,
shared with the conpany as a whole). The dramatic focus is

skewed toward the “clever best friend,” rather than the
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| eadi ng man; given her enphasis, Centlivre would have been
better served to revise the role, or switch the actors.’

As | will discuss in |ater chapters, she becones nuch
nmore adept at suiting the role to the actor.

Centlivre is politic, alnost effusive, in her
di scussion of the actors in the Preface:

| must own nyself infinitely oblig'd to the

Pl ayers, and in a great Measure the Success was

owng to them especially M. WIks, who extended

his Faculties to such a Pitch, that one may

al nost say he out-play’d hinself; and the Town

nmust confess they never saw three different

Characters by one Man acted so well before .

(n. pg.)
Such a conplinment was indicative of Centlivre's generally
good relationship wth conpany personnel —+t doesn’t hurt
one’s career to fulsonely thank the director of rehearsals.
Centlivre |ater weathers sone of WIks's tenper tantruns;
he goes on to figure largely in her conedies.

The Preface, as so often happens in this period,
serves not only as a vehicle for puffing the piece and its
cast, but as a piece of literary criticism Centlivre

begins to position herself in the Collier debate by
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indirectly attacking himon what can be interpreted as
pragmatic, even economc, grounds. It is not so nuch a
theoretical attack, as sone of her later work attenpts, as
it is a prediction. She characterizes the stage reforners
as critics who “cavil nost about Decoruns, and crie up
Aristotle’s Rules as the nost essential part of the Play”
(n. pg.), and goes on to remark “they’l|l never persuade the
Town to be of their Opinion, which relishes nothing so well
as Hunour lightly tost up with Wt, and drest with Mdesty
and Air” (n. pg.) Here is one of the first voices of the
period arguing that the Stage primarily nodels what society
wants, rather than creating a nodel of a different society.
Centlivre further predicts that the reformers won’t triunph
because pieces which follow the precedi ng standard nake
nmore profit than those who observe strict Aristotelian
unities: a very pragmatic argunent indeed.

After setting up this opposition, she nmakes the claim
that “l1 took peculiar Care to dress ny Thoughts in such a
nodest Stile, that it mght not give Ofence to any” (n.
pg.) This seens sonewhat disingenuous, especially if we
exam ne sone of her enendations to the French text in |ight
of her alleged reasons for those changes. For the sake of

a close reading, | quote her argunent in full here:
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| thought [the scenes from Mdliere] pretty in the

French, and cou’d not help believing they m ght

divert in an English Dress. The French have t hat

l[ight Airiness in their Tenper, that the |east

dinpse of Wt sets them a | aughi ng, when ‘twou’ d

not make us so much as Smle; so that where

found the Stile too poor, | endeavour’d to give

it a Turn; for who e’ er borrows fromthem nust

take care to touch the Colours with an English

Pencil, and formthe Piece according to our

Manners. (n. pg.)
Some confusion here is caused by her stipulative
definitions. First, it is not altogether clear how she is
using the term“Wt.” If it is nmeant to signify the rapid-
fire dialogue filled with puns and doubl e ent endres
associated wth the rakish stage, then it is true that this
play is far nore mld in that regard. However, scenes from
Mol iere which could easily be pointed to as exanples of wt
are present, alnost untouched, in Centlivre’s work. Two
good exanples include Martin and his wife sparring (a
popul ar scene from The Forced Marriage), and the two
“di al ogues” that Sir Toby has with the fake phil osophers.

Moreover, one of the scenes Centlivre creates involves the
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snappy, risqué dial ogue between the gay couple Belliza and
Cctavio, including a version of a “proviso” scene during
their very first encounter. And the discussion that
Cctavio and Bellme have after Belliza has left is not only
quick and witty, but quite salacious. OCctavio
straightforwardly asks for the loan of Bellme s m stress
for a night: he is quite unabashed at requesting what
anpunts to a one-night stand, and there is no noral

commentary |eveled at himfor his profligacy.?

! This figure somewhat colors Centlivre's claim “I confess
it met a Reception beyond ny Expectation” (Preface n. pg.).
However, as her previous play, The Stolen Heiress, was only
performed once, perhaps it is true that her expectations
were quite nodest indeed.

2 See Frushell pp. xv-xvii for the performance history of
the |l ast-act excerpt. Drury Lane nounted the |ast act,
along with other acts, six nore tines. Tony Aston included
the last act as part of the nedl eys he perfornmed during a
5-nonth long “tour” of the taverns of London. Frushel

al so enphasi zes how this play is one of the early Centlivre
wor ks that seens customnade for the “entire theatrica
evening” (xvii), as the structure of the play lends itself
well to many nusical interpolations and set-pieces.

3| use “thorough” in a tongue-in-cheek fashion here—tock

gi ves the play eight paragraphs (pp.42-47), while in al

ot her sources, a nere paragraph is the norm

* A note on nmy nethod: The Twayne edition of Mliere's

conpl ete works does not include |ine nunbers, so the count
(and any error) is ny owmn. | did not include |ines that
were nerely stage directions as part of ny overall line
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count, as | amprimarily interested in content. Those

I ines occur, for the nost part, at the beginning and endi ng
of scenes. Stage directions that occur in the mdst of
scenes (and lines) are sonetines another matter—+ wll

di scuss sone of those instances in the body of the chapter.
® She goes on to take that chance in The Basset-Tabl e
(1705), as | discuss further in Chapter Four. Perhaps by
1705, Jane Rogers was no | onger considered a physical risk
on- st age.

® For a further discussion of the working relationship of
Wl ks and MIls, see Chapter Four

" One has to wonder why a “lead” role such as Bellmnmie has so
little actual stage tine. It is tenpting to specul ate that
backstage forces had sonething to do with this peculiarity:
1702 was the year in which Christopher Rich replaced George
Powell with WIlks as director of rehearsal s—perhaps WI ks
wanted a role which assured himhis usual top billing

W t hout too much actual effort.

8 BelImie does protest, but it is at Octavio’ s m stake, not
at the request itself-he is far nore upset that the
under st andi ng between hinsel f and Luci nda m ght be ruined
because of Octavio’'s nmeddling. |In a further display of

r aki shness, when Cctavio is convinced of his m stake, he
exclainms, “What then! Is ny charm ng delicious Harl ot

dwi ndled into a virtuous Wonman at |ast” (23)?
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CHAPTER 3

““LUCK BE A LADY TONI GHT,” OR AT LEAST MAKE ME A GENTLEMAN
ECONOM C ANXI ETY I N CENTLI VRE' S THE GAMESTER

John Dennis, in a 1704 response to yet another of
Jereny Collier’'s attacks on the imorality of the stage,
criticizes Collier for neglecting to discuss what he sees
as a nore tangible, and therefore nore serious, vice:

But how does [Collier] propose to hinself, to

bring this [reform about? Wy, not by

suppressing Vice, but the Stage that Scourges and

exposes it. For he neddles not with that Vice

that is in the Wrld, let it be never so flamng

and outragi ous. For exanple, the crying Sin of

Engl and next to Hypocrisie, at this tinme is

Gamng; a Sin that is attended with severa

ot hers, both anong Men and Wonen, as Lying,

Swearing, Perjury, Fraud, Quarrels, Mirders,

Fornication, Adultery. Has not Gam ng done nore

m schief in England within these | ast Five Years

than the Stage has done in Fifty? (29)
Susanna Centlivre' s dedication to her 1705 conedy The

Ganester, an adaptation of Jean Francois Regnard s Le
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Joueur (1696),' aligns Centlivre with Dennis in calling
ganbling one of the great vices of England, and nods to
Collier inits recomendation of norality “according to the
first intent of Plays” (qtd. in Bower 59). In so doing,
Centlivre manages to associate herself with both the
refornmers of the stage led by Collier, and her fell ow
pl ayw i ghts, who sonewhat cagily asserted that the stage
coul d be an anusing and pal atabl e i nstrunent of reform
rather than an evil. Modern readers have recogni zed the
ganbit. The few critics of the play agree with Jay E.
Oney’s analysis of Centlivre’'s sense of what the narket
woul d bear, in her production of “a strong script on a
tinmely topic with just the proper m xture of fun and
moral i zation” (192-93).2

But the “noralization,” in this case, is not nerely an
anti-ganbling diatribe. Another topic very nuch in the
m nds of the contenporary audi ence was the fall-out from
the 1695-96 Recoi nage Act, which inspired a flurry of
debate that Janes Thonpson characterizes as a questioning
of the possibility of controlling or mastering noney (47).
The Ganester’s title character, Valere, is nmastered by
nmoney and chance. By tracing this rake’ s progress,

Centlivre explores a fundanental econom c anxi ety brought
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on by the shift froma system based on |land to one based on
ready noney. In this new arrangenent, social station could
conceivably rise and fall as quickl y—and randonl y—as the
roll of a gamester’s dice. Most critics of the play agree
in passing that this story of a ganester’s redenption is an
exenpl ary comedy.® | would argue, however, that the play as
a whole, including the fore- and after-pieces, transcends
the formulaic “reformconedy” structure. Rather, it is a
cautionary and pessimstic portrayal of a social system
struggling to cone to terns with the nove away fromthe
conservative Lockean nodel of the possessive individual to
t he nore nodern nodel of the econom c subject. Utimtely,
The Ganmester rejects this proto-Marxian nodel, but not
wi t hout raising doubts about the inpossibility of returning
to a nore stable system These doubts are raised by a
uniformty of stage action, and the rarity of fronts- and
endpi eces which are directly related to that action.
Witten as it was during the height of the “second”
Collier controversy (1703-08), the play is often overly
didactic. Centlivre allows nuch on-stage tine for the
audi ence to witness the com c vagaries of Dane Fortune, and
t he havoc she wreaks on the various hopeful couples, before

the rakish Valere is perfunctorily redeened at the end of
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the play. Acting in contradiction to Collier’s claimthat
“t hese Sparks generally Marry the Top-Ladi es, and those
that do not, are brought to no penance, but go off with the
Character of Fine Gentlemen” (142), Centlivre portrays

Val ere’ s penance and renorse graphically, whether or not

t he audi ence—and the other characters—really believe that
his repentance is sincere. But ganbling within the play is
not sinply one of the obligatory plot devices providing the
obstacle for the stock “young | over” characters. It is also
a means of illustrating the tension caused by the

nom nal i zati on of the concept of inherent or intrinsic

val ue during the period after the Recoinage Act. This shift
in the definition of value is capable of redefining the
very nature of things; as Marx puts it, “since noney, as
the existing and active concept of val ue, confounds and
exchanges all things, it is the general confounding and
conpoundi ng of all things—+the world upsi de-down—he
confoundi ng and conpoundi ng of all natural and human
qualities” (169). In Valere, ancien regi ne notions of

gentl emanly behavi or are confounded because of his ganbling
addiction, and the effects of his behavior visibly ripple

outwards through his social circle.
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During its fourteen-night run at Lincoln’ s Inn Fields,
all the stalwarts of the Rebel Conpany appeared in The
Ganester, in their usual pairings. Valere the ganester
(pl ayed by John Verbruggen) is in love wwth Angelica the
heiress (Anne Bracegirdle), who |oves himbut despises his
ganbling. Also in love with Valere is Angelica s sister
the wi dowed coquette Lady Wealthy (Elizabeth Barry), who is
in turn pursued both by the upright M. Lovewell (Thomas
Betterton) and the Marquis of Hazard (WIIlian?]

Fi el dhouse), who is a footman nmasqueradi ng as a French

nobl eman. Val ere’s uncle, Dorante (John Corey), is in |ove
with Angelica and has bri bed her servant Favourite (Hunt)
to advance his cause. The plot centers on Valere's
relationship with Angelica; Angelica bani shes Val ere each
time she learns he is gamng. H's reaction to this

bani shnment depends on his current streak of luck: at the
begi nni ng of the play, when infornmed that Angelica has cast
Val ere off yet again, his valet Hector (George Pack)
pronounces, “If he has lost his Mney, this News will break
his heart” (1.1).

One of Valere's early speeches, given as he is riding
hi gh on a big pay-off, sets up his utopian idea of the

ganester’s mlieu:
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Who is happier than a Ganester; who nore

respected, | mean those that nake any Figure in

the Wrl d? Who nore caress’d by Lords and Dukes?

O whose Conversation nore agreeabl e-¥Wose Coach

finer in the RRng—& Finger in the Side Box

produces nore Lustre-¥YWo has nore Attendance from

the Drawers—eor better Wne fromthe Master, --or

is nicer serv'd by the Cook?—n short, there is

an Air of Magnificence in"t—a Ganester’s Hand is

t he Phil osopher’s Stone, that turns all it

touches into Gold. (3.1)
Wil e Val ere can think of nothing better than the ganbling
life, virtually all the other main characters condemm him
for his profligacy, their various objections calling to
mnd Collier’ s general definition of a stage libertine: “A
fine Gentleman that has neither Honesty, nor Honour,
Consci ence, nor Manners, Good Nature, nor civil Hypocrisie”
(144). Hi s long-suffering manservant, Hector, succinctly
delivers the majority opinion on the dangers of gam ng;
when Val ere clains that he, as a ganester, has nastered
al cheny with the Mdas touch “that turns all it touches to

ol d,” Hector responds, “And Gold into Nothing” (3.1).
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Suspi ci on of such alcheny is particularly applicable
to the era follow ng the Recoi nage Act, as the play
illustrates the change in the way weal th was judged and
circul ated, and what Thomas M Kavanagh calls the
“i ncreasingly ubiquitous phenonenon of noney” and “how
different societal groups related to this circulation of
nmoney—how t hey responded to bei ng redefined, at |east
within the context of the gane, by the cards they drew and
the points they threw (29-30).

The points that Valere throws, or his luck with the
dice, redefine his social group, and dictate the
conplicated maneuvering of the other characters, with
various potential pairings of couples appearing and
di sappearing rapidly. H's actions at the gam ng table
redefine his peers; the points he throws turn soci al
relationships into a high-stakes gane. A bejeweled portrait
of Angelica serves as a marker of Valere's fortune and his
heart; tracking its progress through various hands is a
tangi bl e warni ng of how, once she’s invited in, Lady Luck
can disorder a previously stable system The gane that
Val ere plays is not a nere diversion; Centlivre also takes
great pains to illustrate that he doesn’'t play it as a

gentl eman should, wth an air of disinterest in the
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outcone. Rather, his obsession threatens the “sense of
soci al order and rank” (Kavanagh 35).

Despite Valere’s assessnent of ganbling as “the
gent eel est WAy of passing one’s Tine” (3.1), the world
portrayed on the stage is in the grip of a crisis caused
mai nly by the ways that Val ere’ s ganbling undercuts the
social strata. Valere's physical and enotional state is
dictated by his luck throughout the course of the play—he
is unable to ganble in typical gentlemanly fashion, and
both his honour and his | ove are subsunmed by the quest for
nmore cash to ganble away: “I proms’'d to visit Angelica
again to Night, but fear |I shall break ny Wrd,” Valere
airily tells Hector after his wnning streak. “And wll you
prefer Play before that charm ng Lady?” Hector questions.
Val ere’ s answer, “Not before her—but | have given ny Parole
to some Men of Quality, and I can’t in Honour disappoint
"enmi (3.1), cones not nore than several hours after he has
recei ved Angelica s gemadorned portrait as a token of his
renunci ati on of ganbling and vowed undyi ng devotion to her
in nmore than usually exaggerated heroic style (2.1).

| f Val ere has no noney, his promses to Angelica are
worthless; if he has cash and is ready to play, he foll ows

the genteel code of honor. Valere's conduct is based on
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his econom c status at any given noment. J. G A. Pocock
states that “in the credit econony and polity, property had
becone not only nobile but specul ative: what one owned was
prom ses, and not nerely the functioning but the
intelligibility of society depended upon the success of a
programof reification” (113). Because Valere's
“iInvestnents,” such as they are, are so overtly

specul ative, his prom ses, figuratively speaking, are not
worth the paper they are printed on.*

The staging of Valere's course of action reinforces
this serious attack on the intelligibility of society, and
traces the erosion of any notion of intrinsic value in his
character. In Act One, Scene One, Centlivre first
hi ghli ghts his bad behavior by having himenter in physical
di sorder; he has been up all night gam ng, and his clothing
is the worse for wear. Centlivre proceeds from
illustrating his physical disorder to his nental disorder:
Hector lists all the people who have called for Valere
during his absence at the gam ng table: the list includes
either tradesnen waiting to be paid, or rakes and
profligates ready to teach Valere further bad habits.

Val ere refuses to pay off his considerabl e debts, except,

as he says, those “honourable” ones incurred at play, and
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is nore interested in neeting a “shabby-I|ook’d Fel | ow
named Cogdi e (Di ckins), who has contracted with Valere to
teach himhow to throw | oaded dice. Centlivre takes pains
to place Valere in bad conpany fromthe very start of the
pl ay.

| medi ately following this set-up, Valere's father
enters, and through their interaction, Centlivre shows how
Val ere’s bad habits are costing himhis rightful place in
the famlial order, as well as corrupting all notions of
decency or gentlemanly behavior.® He clashes violently with
his father, Sir Thonmas Val ere (John Freenan), who has
thrown hi mout of the house for his rakishness. Abasing
hi msel f after a shouting match, he prom ses reformin order
to wangle for nore cash: “Momney, Sir, is an Ingredient
absol utely necessary in a Lover: A Hundred Gui neas woul d
acconplish ny Design”, he pleads. His father refuses to
lend himthat sum Valere begs for |ower and | ower anounts.
He pronpts his servant, Hector, to join in pleading for
cash; Hector even insults Sir Thomas, calling hima “Hard-
hearted Jew’ to his face. Valere also commands Hector to
lie on his behalf, for which Hector is often beaten.® After
Sir Thomas | eaves, Valere spies Ms. Security the

nmoneyl ender, and resolves to get her drunk and “to squeeze
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this old Spunge of fifty Guineas” so that he may sit at the
gam ng table once again. Al this occurs in just one
scene: Centlivre deftly places her title character al nost
as low as he can get, and is careful to provide unanbi guous
comentary on his dissoluteness fromall the other
characters.

Val ere has not quite sunk as | ow as possi ble, however—
al though he is typed as a profligate early on, the stage
action continues to show himseem ngly inexorably on the
way to total ruin. For instance, he nearly capitulates to
Lady Wealthy’s proposition for his sexual favors in return
for her cash, in blatant disregard of his friendship with
Lovewel |, Lady Wealthy' s long-time suitor (4.1), as | wll
di scuss further bel ow

Al the while, Valere protests mghtily that the other
characters do not seemto place the sane value on his
honor, pledge, and word as he does. Hector comrents
wonderingly on this nom nalization, “Ah, what a Juggler’s
Box is this Wrd Honour! It is a Kind of Knight of the
Post —Fhat wll swear on either Side for Interest | find”
(3.1). Valere is a graphic stage representation of the type

portrayed by Dennis, in whomganbling visits with the
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attendant sins of “Lying, Swearing, Perjury, Fraud,
Quarrels, Murders, Fornication, [and] Adultery” (29).

Casting John Verbruggen in the role of Valere seens to
have been an excellent choice on Centlivre's part. The
role calls for a character who is nomnally a gentl eman,
raised in polite society, yet who grows increasingly nore
di ssolute and di sordered because of his vice. Available
commentary on his acting style is sketchy, but indicates
that he would be admrably suited to portray a role
enconpassi ng such disparate traits. As one of the |eading
actors at Drury Lane after the secession of Betterton and
Co., Verbruggen played mainly tragic romantic |eads, and
made a nane for hinself with his interpretation of the role
of Oroonoko. Upon noving to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the
majority of his roles were nmen of noble yet inpetuous
natures.’

Cont enpor ary audi ences, then, were accustoned to
Ver bruggen in | eading romantic roles, and woul d expect him
to succeed (in this case, reformand get the girl). But he
was not a snooth, suave | eading man, such as Chri st opher
Bul | ock or Robert Wl ks, stars of later Centlivre conedies.
As nentioned before, the role of Valere calls for a certain

edge of desperation and a |oss of control —apparently just
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such an edge was a wel |l -known facet of Verbruggen's style.
Ant hony Aston clainms that the role of Oroonoko was
originally given to George Powel |, but that Southern was
told by the Duke of Newcastle that Verbruggen was “the
unpolish’d Hero” (qtd. in Hghfill 135) the part called
for. Tony Aston conpared Betterton’s style to
Ver bruggen’s, and concl uded that Verbruggen cane across as
“Wld and untaught . . . best at rough-hewn characters”
(qtd. in Hghfill 136). The Laureat (1740) observed that
he “had a Roughness in his Manner, and a negligent
agreeable Wl dness in his Action and his Mein” (qtd. in
Highfill 136). |In keeping with Centlivre’'s pessimstic and
cautionary departure fromthe exenplary conedy node,
however subtle, an actor |ike Verbruggen woul d highlight
t he sinul taneous necessity for and absurdity of reform—n
other words, the gentleman ganbl er gone bad.?®

The persona of the gentleman ganbler is still wth us
today, in sources as diverse as the obligatory casino scene
in any Janmes Bond filmto Kenny Rogers’s song “The
Ganbler.” Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528)
frames in the negative what becones the | ong-standing
precedent for gentlemanly ganbling, in terns that describe

Val ere perfectly—gamng is not a vice for the courtier
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“unl ess he should do so too constantly and as a result
shoul d negl ect other nore inportant things, or indeed

unl ess he should play only to win noney and to cheat the

ot her player; and, when he |ost, should show such grief and
vexation as to give proof of being mserly” (127). Valere
violates all these rules of conduct-he doesn’t know when to
hold "emor fold "em and he routinely nmakes the socially
unaccept abl e m stake of counting his noney while still at

t he tabl e.

Centlivre takes care to establish Valere's violations
of the gentleman ganester’s code of honor fromthe first,
which leads ultimately to the realization that he is
al t oget her w t hout honor. These viol ati ons do not affect
just Valere, but spread to his entire social circle,
indicating the virus-1like power of the new econom c system
The first lines in the play are from Val ere’s manservant,
Hector, benmpaning his lot in serving a ganester. He
predicts that Valere's luck has been bad, putting him *“out
of Hunmour” (1.1), so that Hector doesn’t dare ask himfor
any di nner—+the usual state of affairs while Hector has been
in his service. Valere's acquaintances and all their
servants are well aware of his obsession and the effect it

has on him when Hector tries to persuade Angelica s maid
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Favourite that he is at business, her comc mmcry by way
of response indicates the enotional involvenent wth gam ng
that Castiglione warns against: “Yes, yes, | guess the
Busi ness; he is at shaking his El bows over a Table, saying
his Prayers backwards, courting the Dice like a M stress,
and cursing them when he is disappointed” (1.1). The
menbers of Centlivre's audience, no matter what their
respective ranks, were well aware of this codification of
gentl emanly honor, and would easily recogni ze the outward
signs of Valere s obsession. To nmake sure the vice is
exposed for what it is, Centlivre repeatedly returns to
scenes of Val ere behaving in ways his rank shoul d forbid,
as well as scenes in which other characters describe him

For exanpl e, an exchange between the two servants
conparing the nerits of Valere with old Dorante indicates
the play’s pessimstic view of the |eveling effect of
Val ere’ s ganbling. Favourite’s description of Valere
del i berately i nvokes an unkenpt nenber of the |ower class:

Hector: Ay, but Wwnen generally |ove green Fruit

best: besides, ny Master’s handsone.

Angel i ca: He handsonme! Behold his Picture just as

he’ || appear this Mdrning, with Arns across,

down- cast eyes, no Powder in his Perriwig, a
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Steenkirk tuck’d in to hide the Dirt, Sword-knot

untied, no doves, and Hands and Face as dirty as

a Tinker. This is the very figure of your

beauti ful Master.

Hector: The Jade has hit it.

Angelica: And Pocket as enpty as a Capuchin’s.

(1.1
And indeed, the stage directions for his first entrance
read “Enter Valere, in disorder”; an obvious sight gag
woul d be to precisely match his costune to the “di sorder”
of Favourite’s description. Throughout the scene, Hector
chases himaround the stage with a gown and assunes from
his wld protestations of |ove for Angelica that he has
once again |lost heavily: “Ah, Sir, your Fob, like a
Baroneter, shews the Tenper of your Heart, as that does the
Weat her” (1.1). Valere outwardly manifests his nenta
di sorder.

Further action in the play illustrates Valere’'s
abandonnment, which seens to place Centlivre in agreenent
with Collier’s assertion in The Short View that enslavenent
to one’s passions is one of the worst of crinmes (164). |In
The Ganester, Centlivre is nore overtly aligned to

Collier’s Short View on the function of conmedy than to the
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stance of her own earlier work, such as Love's Contrivance,
where she had repudiated Collier on various |evels and
asserted along with Dryden and others that the purpose of
conedy was to entertain.

Centlivre sets up a situation in which Valere s |ack
of control provides Lady Wealthy with the possibility of
satisfying her appetite for Val ere—an appetite that
Centlivre links to Valere’s dissipated habits. After a
comc scene in act 2 in which Valere is discovered by
Angelica on his knees before Lady Weal thy, an easily-

m sunder st ood action which Lady Wealthy attenpts to pass
off as Val ere paying court to her rather than pleading for
her help to win back Angelica s good graces, Lady Walthy
sets out to purchase Valere' s sexual favors. “Oh, that |
could once bring Valere wwthin nmy Power,” she fantasizes,
“I"d use himas his ill Breeding deserves; I'd teach himto
be particular. He has prom sed Angelica to play no nore; |
fancy that proceeds fromhis Want of Money, rather than

I nclination” (3.2).

The letter she sends him acconpanied by a bill for
[ *L] 100, underscores both his willingness to do anything
for noney and her | apse in noral behavior. She asks Valere

to return her affections, and makes it clear that Valere's
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greed provides the opportunity for her to pursue him “I
confirmny Wrds in a golden Shower—Tis what | believe
nost acceptable to a Man of your Circunstances” (4.1).

Val ere’ s sal aci ous analysis, directed straight out at the
audi ence, “If | accept this Present, | nust make ny Returns
in Love; for when a Wdow parts with Money, ‘tis easy to
read the val uabl e Consideration she expects” (4.1), is
hardly even necessary.

The scene serves as a tangi bl e exanpl e of ganbling
corruption. Because Valere is ruled by “C rcunstance,”
Lady Weal thy can bypass the standard node of flirtation and
turn instead to a straightforward financial transaction, in
a singular nonent of social disorder and reversal of
standard gender roles. An intuitive ganbler herself, she
has read Valere's hand correctly: despite his assertion to
Hector in act 1, scene 1 that he detests the wealthy w dow,
t he sight of what anounts to cash in hand is too nmuch for
him H's dilenmma is made visible onstage by the two props:
Angelica's portrait, versus the widow s prom se of gold.

He debates, “Wat nust | do now? prove a Rogue, and betray
my Friend Lovewell . . . But then Angelica, the dear, the
faithful M d—But then a Hundred Cuineas, the dear tenpting

Sight!” (4.1).

46



The abstractions of honor, love, and friendship |ose
out to Lady Wealthy's gift: “Seven or El even have nore
Charnms now than the brightest Lady in the Kingdom”™ Val ere
cries to the porter who brought the nessage, “Tell the
Lady, | am hers nost obediently—t requires no other
Answer, till I fly nmyself to return ny Thanks.” Only
Lovewel | ' s expedi ent entrance saves Val ere—a situation in
whi ch Val ere seens to recognize that his honor is not an
i nherent quality: “Ha, Lovewell! thou comi st in good Tineg;
for my Virtue's staggering” (4.1). Hi s response to Lady
Weal thy objectifies his honor as a gentleman, to be
purchased by the highest bidder; Lady Walthy’'s cash trunps
the portrait of Angelica and all of Valere s worthless
prom ses upon his receipt of it.

Even though his entrance nonentarily saves Valere, or
at least tenporarily halts his course, we find that by the
end of the play, Lovewell is equally as corrupted by the
ganester’s vice. On the face of it, Lovewel| appears to be
the nodel of virtue in the play, as he steadfastly refuses
to gane with Valere, noralizes on Lady Wealthy' s coquettish
tricks and the disreputable crowd of adm rers surrounding
her, remains her faithful, patient suitor, and triunphs by

wi nni ng her hand in the end. Thomas Betterton assayed the
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role and no doubt played the patient |over adm rably, even
at the age of 70. Highfill sumrarizes contenporary
accounts of this period:

[Betterton] dazzled the town even when he

attenpted roles unsuited to his age; to all parts

he brought a maturity of interpretation that

apparently made them nenorable . . .[he]

continued playing with vigor, sonetinmes in

| eading roles, but sonetines in snmall ones—all,

presumably, of his own choice. (85; 87).
Betterton woul d have served as an admrable foil to
Ver bruggen, as the ol der, nore stable nodel of behavior.
But even this seem ng contrast to Valere is redefined by
Val ere’s economic irresponsibility. Al though he has | oved
Lady Wealthy since before her first marriage, he is
i ncapabl e of persuading her to accept his hand now that she
is widowed: he freely admts that his “long successless
Love assures ne | have no Power” (2.1). Even while she
herself admits that he is the best of her suitors, Lady
Weal thy fixes her mnd on Valere. \Wen Val ere exposes her
perfidy in act 4, Lovewell offers to duel with his friend
for Lady Weal thy’ s nonexi stent honor. Val ere refuses,

beggi ng a previ ous engagenent at the gam ng-table (yet
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anot her indication that he is no gentleman), and Lovewel |
realizes that “Sonething nust be done; but what | know not”
(4.1).

H s solution, as he infornms Lady Wealthy, is to
falsify the situation, and manufacture honor in her where
there is none: “I have since been with Valere, sworn to him
the Letter was a Plot of mne, the Hand and Bill al
counterfeit, to satisfy ny jealous Scruple, if there were
Affairs between ye, he believed it, and your Honour’s free
fromall ill Tongues” (5.2). Essentially, he blackmails and
purchases her by a fal sehood, indicating that old notions
of honor are ineffective in a systemrendered economcally
chaotic. The new bond between themis a contract, but it is
one based on deception and di shonor, giving the lie to
Val ere’ s description of himas “a Gentl eman w t hout
Exception” (1.1).

Angelica also nmust find a way to nove through this new
econom ¢ | andscape, and to deal with the redefinition of
her role necessitated by Valere’'s flirtation with Lady
Luck. Lady Wealthy may have won the trick in act 4, but
Angelica wins the round in act 5. She is aware that the
odds are against her fromthe start. The “odds” are not

entirely famliar, dramaturgically speaking: Centlivre’'s
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pl ot departs fromthe usual comc structure of young |overs
thwarted by ol der characters. In fact, Sir Thomas sees
Valere’s love for Angelica as being his only redeem ng
quality: “I know your Love, and [it is] the only Thing I
like in you: She’s a virtuous Lady, and her Fortune’s
large” (1.1). The obstacle is clearly framed in economc
terme—+t is Valere s ganbling that conmes between hi mand
this virtuous | ady.

Anne Bracegirdle as Angelica is another excellent
casting choice; even though she was in her early 40s at the
time the play was staged, she still commanded a | arge
foll ow ng anongst the play-going conmunity; due in part to
her shapely form As the plot hinges on an action which
requires the actress to don male clothing, Centlivre
cleverly assures that Bracegirdle will capture the
audi ence’s attention. Colley G bber called her the
“Darling of the Theatre” (qtd. In Hghfill 271); this
personal sentinment about her cones in handy if the
pl ayw i ght w shes to generate synpathy for the possible
plight of a sprightly, smart, beautiful young woman who is
in love with an inveterate ganester. “The bew tching
effect Anne Bracegirdle had on her male admrers caused a

great deal of ink to be spilt” Hghfill remarks (275); this
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seens to have been true up until her sudden retirenment from
the stage in 1707. Bracegirdle' s brand of conedy
(sprightly and energetic, as conpared to Barry’s
stateliness) is perfect for this role.

The character of Angelica carries the play in many
ways: she is the noral center who cleverly brings about
Valere’s reform It is sonewhat pragmatic for her to do
so, as it is her jointure that is at stake. A conmmonpl ace
repeated throughout the play is first stated by Favourite,
as she and Hector argue the respective nerits of Dorante
and Val ere: “For she that marries a Ganester that plays
upon the Square, as the Fool your Master does, can expect
not hi ng but an Al ns-House for a Jointure” (1.1). This view,
reiterated by al nost every character in the play, is not
only a contradiction of Valere's picture of the ganester’s
life, but also a very real possible fate for Angelica if
she does not redeem her occasional suitor. The difference
in the wonen’s estates ups the ante for Angelica, as an
early conversation in act 2 between the two wonen points
out:

Lady Wealthy: Believe ne, Sister—+ had rather see

you married to Age, Avarice, or a Fool—than to
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Val ere, for can there be a greater M sfortune

than to marry a Ganester?

Angelica: | know ‘tis the high Road to Beggary.

Lady Weal thy: And your Fortune being all ready

Money will be thrown off with Expedition—Were it

as mne is indeed. . . . (2.1)

Al t hough Lady Wealthy’s notives are suspect at this point
(we discover several lines later that she wants Val ere for
hersel f), her business sense is sound. When Angelica turns
on her in shock and surprise at this disclosure, given her
advice, Wealthy replies, "My Estate’s intail’d enough to
supply his Riots, and why should |I not bestow it upon the
Man | |ike?” (2.1).

Even though the imedi ate effect her advice has on
Angelica is to cause her to forgive Val ere once nore, Lady
Weal thy reinforces Angelica s sense that she nust hedge her
bets as fully as she can. After castigating Valere in act 2
for playing false and breaking his vow to her yet again,
Angelica reveals the steadfastness of her love for him and
asks for what amounts to a business contract, franmed
conditionally: “I differ fromny Sex in this, I would not
change where once |’ve given ny Heart, if possible—

therefore resolve to make this last Trial —bani sh your Play
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for Love, and rest secur’d of mne” (2.1). She attenpts
simul taneously to set a new standard of their | ove,
replacing its current econom c foundation, and to corner
the market. She does so by a Lockean insistence on contract
and trust, in which James Thonpson observes that “stability
or security is dependent on each subject’s observing his
pl edge” (58).

As a signifier of their bargain, she offers Valere a
physi cal synbol of their business deal, the portrait set
wi th dianonds, and stipulates that if he loses it “thro’
Avarice, Carel essness, or Fal shood,” he | oses her heart.
Valere’s unreliability is so obvious by this point that the
foreshadow ng is nore than a bit heavy when he responds, “I
agree; and when | do, except to yourself, may all the
Curses ranked wi th your D sdain, pursue ne—Fhis, when
ook ont, wll correct nmy Folly, and strike a sacred Awe
upon ny Actions” (2.1).

All very well, as long as he keeps it, but the
audi ence nmust observe sarcastically with Favourite that the
portrait is “worth two hundred Pounds, a good Moveabl e when
Cash runs low (2.1). Joanna M Caneron clainms that the
portrait “keeps the audi ence aware of Angelica’ s influence

on Valere in scenes in which she does not appear” (36). |I'd
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qui bble with Canmeron’s wordi ng, and enphasi ze that what the
portrait does is remind the audience of how little
Angelica's influence matters. The novenent of the play
reinforces this point: as soon as act 3 opens, we discover
that Val ere has borrowed five guineas from “Honest Jack
Sharper” (3.1) and has won 557 % gui neas. He has al ready
broken the contract, although the portrait is still in his
possession. In fact, the structure of the play suggests
that he went inmmediately from Angelica’ s presence to the
shar per.

Hector bets on Angelica when he urges Valere to marry
Angel i ca before his luck changes, but Valere, too taken by
his streak of good |uck, questions whether he should marry
at all. Again, observes Hector, Valere s “Pocket and [ his]
Heart runs counter” (3.1). It is this state of affairs over
whi ch Angelica nust triunph, and she ends act 3 with her
assessnment of the stakes, and her belief that the |ast hand
is about to be dealt. She speaks in verse before her exit,
mar ki ng the seriousness of the venture:

For when fromlll a Proselyte we gain

The goodness of the Act rewards the Pain:

But if ny honest Arts successl ess prove,

To make the Vices of his Soul renove,
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1’1l die—er rid me fromthis Tyrant Love. (3.2)

Her “honest Arts” (a wonderful oxynmoron, in this
context, inplying as it does the disguise and nmani pul ati on
she is about to enploy) further exenplify the social
di sorder and gender-role reversals caused by Valere’'s
ganbling fixation: in order to gain mastery over Love, the
tyrant, Angelica nust beat Valere at his own gane. In act
4, scene 4, the gane is Hazard, a French inport and an
early formof craps. Centlivre underscores the far-reaching
effects of Valere s ganbling addiction by featuring a high-
stakes game in which, arguably, the only “skill” invol ved
is in throw ng | oaded di ce undetect ed.

The di scovery scene is drawn to display Valere in
conpany with Count Cogdie, the gam ng-table attendants, and

a shady crowd of gamesters (4.4).°

During a vigorous round
of Hazard, Valere curses, blasphenes, accuses other players
of cheating, and argues petulantly while he is losing. H's
enotions are at the whimof Fortune; when his |uck turns,
he | aughs and decl ares, “I have nore Manners than to
quarrel now I’mon the winning Side” (4.4), a shanmefu

adm ssion for a well-bred man. Into this atnosphere enters

Angelica on her m ssion of redenption. Shockingly, she is

di sgui sed as a man—a nonent calculated to gratify all of
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Bracegirdle’s admrers as well as to advance the plot. She
further scandalizes and titillates the audi ence by joining
in the gane and acquitting herself nore than adm rably.

Al though she is perfectly well-mnnered, she fits right
into the conpany, strolling in and enpl oyi ng gam ng
term nol ogy |ike a pro.

The argunent that Angelica and Val ere have near the
end of the gane again illustrates how t he changi ng econony
i s changing the notion of honor as well. Valere, who has
|l ost his entire stake and then sonme to Angelica, asks to
set a hundred Guineas “upon Honour.” Angelica’ s refusal —=I
beg your Pardon, Sir, | never play upon Honour wth
Strangers” (4.4)—+s both ironic and startling, show ng as
it does a fundanental change in social interactions.
Earlier in the play, Valere tries to raise fifty Quineas
fromthe pawn-broker Ms. Security (Wallis), w th nothing
nmore than his good nane. She refuses indignantly, her nanme
of course the indication that sonething nore substantial is
required. She is quite right to do so; as Hector
pronounces, “l’d have you to know, ny Master’s Note is as
good as a Banker’ s—sonetines, when the Dice run well”
(1.1). Agentleman’s word, in this system is no |onger

good enough; honor built on a foundation of chance is worth
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not hi ng. This chaotic econony is never nore clear than when
Val ere, renenbering Angelica s picture, appraises it as
worth nore than his life, but offers it up as a stake after
a m ni mum of persuasion from Angeli ca.

Mor eover, after having lost the portrait fair and
square, he regains not a shred of equanimty, but threatens
to cut Angelica s throat if she does not restore it to him
He threatens to challenge her to a duel, as well. Here is
an excell ent exanple of how Centlivre uses her know edge of
each actor’s style to her advantage: as nentioned before,
Ver bruggen’ s roughness serves the plot in this scene. H's
di splay can be read as a |over’s display of affection,
surely, but this is also a case of exceptionally poor
sportsmanshi p conbined with imorality.*°

Fortunately he is distracted, allow ng her to run away
before he can carry through: “Then to conceal your
Treachery, you would have comm tted Miurder, —excell ent
Moralist” (5.2), Angelica | ater observes. After calling
hi msel f a nonster and enunerating his crinmes (a far cry
fromhis earlier assessnent of his |life), Valere exits the
stage after a verse benpaning, yet accepting, the justice
of his fate. Angelica has won—but only through disguising

her gender and blending in with a thoroughly rakish |ot.
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Because of Valere's |lack of honor, she is reduced to a
di sreput abl e masquer ader.

“Where is the Imorality of Gam ng,” Val ere queries
rat her disingenuously earlier in the play, “Now | think
there can be nothing nore noral +t unites Men of all Ranks,
the Lord and the Peasant —+he haughty Dutchess, and the Cty
Dame—+he Marquis and the Footman, all w thout Distinction
pl ay together” (3.1). Because Valere is cowed and
di scredited by the end of the play, not w thout sone |ast-
ditch efforts at bluffing, it is clear we are not neant to
agree with his assessnent but rather to recognize the
startling negative effect of his purchasabl e honor.
Angelica gives hima scal ding rebuke and is only persuaded
to take himback through witnessing Sir Thomas’ s mnurderous
rage at Valere's stupidity; after drawing his sword on his
own son, Sir Thomas disowns Valere. Ironically, Angelica
uses the term nol ogy she earlier eschewed to extract yet
anot her vow from Val ere: “Val ere, cone back, should I
forgive you all Yuld nmy Generosity oblige you to a sober
Li fe.—€an you upon Honour (for you shall swear no nore)
forsake that Vice that brought you to this | ow Ebb of

Fortune?” (5.2).
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Thi s exchange, nore than any other, underscores the
fact that the concept of honor has beconme hollow If we’ve
been paying attention to Valere’'s actions thus far, the
answer to Angelica s question is a resounding “No.” It
cannot be any other answer, as Centlivre presents himin
di sorder over and over again. This staging |leads us to
wonder why Angelica resorts to this usel ess term nol ogy.
She is falling back on old notions of honor rather than
realizing that in this new society, “pledges and proni ses
necessitate a reliance on honesty, but invite the
opportunity of illicit gain through fal sehood” (Strong 1).
She asks Val ere for a pledge based on honesty, despite the
fact that he has failed her again and again. Through his
di shonest pledge, then, Valere will gain Angelica' s ready
noney.

While Valere’s lines in the |ast scene are suitably
downcast and penitent, and while his father settles two
t housand a year on him the status of Angelica s fortune
has not changed. By carefully portraying Val ere’ s previous
| ack of ability to keep his word, his debased notion of
honor, and the repeated warnings fromvirtually every
character about the danger of marrying a ganester,

Centlivre sets up Valere's repentance as suspect.
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Underneath the trappings of a standard reform conedy
denouenent and a return to the status quo is the fear that
ready noney m ght be “a socially destructive threat to due
respect for rank and privilege” (Kavanagh 52). Angelica may
have won the round, but Valere is now in possession of nore
cash; and who knows what tenptations may arise after the
obligatory country dance?

In his curtain speech, Valere is sangui ne on the
matter and proclains his conplete redenption:

Now Virtue' s pleasing Prospect’s in ny View,

Wth double Care 1’1l all her Paths pursue;

And proud to think I owe this Change to you

Virtue that gives nore solid Peace of M nd,

Than Men in all their vicious Pleasures find,

Then each with ne the Libertine reclaim

And shun what sinks his Fortune, and his Fane.

(5.2)
But Val ere, as we have seen, has resisted each reclamation
that the play’s plot twi sts have presented. Mst critics of
The Ganmester agree with Robert D. Hunme’s remark that the
piece is “a highly conpetent if entirely inplausible

exercise in reformand reclamation,” and with his
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categorization of it as a “well-handl ed didactic play”
anong the period' s “reform conedi es” (469).

Criticismof the play is also unaninmous in its |ack of
interest in the prologue and the epilogue. Wiile | amin
general agreenent with John WIson Bower’s claimthat for
many wor ks of this period, the prol ogues and epil ogues had
very little thematic connection to the plays thensel ves
(63), I would argue that in this case, the prol ogue and
epi l ogue franme the play in a way that enphasizes the
inpossibility of Valere’s reclamation. The play is not a
reformconedy in the typical sense of the term as the
chances that Valere will relapse are so high, any reform at
all nmust take place on the part of the audi ence, naking The
Ganester nore didactic and perhaps nore realistic than
ot her reform conedi es of the period. Hunme further notes
that “nodern critics tend to find [ The Ganester] self-
del usory, or even dishonest” (470). However, an anal ysis of
the framework provided by the prologue and epil ogue, as
wel | as an exploration of who m ght have delivered the
pi eces, offers a reading that maintains a consistently
negative attitude toward the outcone of Angelica s marriage

to Val ere.
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The prol ogue and epil ogue, witten by Ni chol as Rowe
and Charl es Johnson respectively, provide the audience with
a plausi bl e outcone of the young couple’ s marriage. Both
pi eces narrate a sort of rake' s progress, leading to the
deterioration of a marriage in which one of the partners is
a ganester. Bowyer, the only critic to say anything about
t he pi eces other than nentioning their authorship, nentions
only the “sernonizing epilogue on the vicious effects of
ganbling for both nen and wonen” (59). However, his coment
that the play “asserts the goodness of ordinary human
bei ngs” (62) ignores the overall pessimstic tone of the
pl ay, substanti ated by the nonol ogues.

The first six lines of Rowe’s prol ogue establish the
control ling netaphor of the speaker as a young wife (the
stage), who, while fornerly “kept fine, caress’d and
| odg’d” (9) by her new husband (the town), has discovered
that the honeynoon is over. On the face of it, the nmetaphor
pl ays out as a typical rant against the fickleness of the
audi ence, which is weary of what it once enjoyed and is not
so prone to attend the plays: “Sonetines, indeed, as in
your Way it fell, / You stop’d, and call’d to see if we
were well” (15). The speaker conpl ains of her chil dbearing

(playwiting) efforts and calls her progeny “Toads” (22),
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al ludes to the gender of the playwight by nentioning a
mdw fe (26), and threatens to abandon the current “toad,”
or play, to the parish if the neglectful audience forsakes
it.

Qddly, from a staging perspective, the first edition
of Centlivre’'s conplete works |lists Thomas Betterton as the
speaker of the prologue. Casting Betterton blatantly
ignores the clear identification of both the “Plaintiff
Stage” and “hunble Wves” with the pronoun “we” in the
first six lines. It is possible to justify this choice by
assum ng that Betterton was given the speech as a nod to
his managerial role at Lincoln’s Inn Fields, thus making
hima fitting “voice” for the stage, despite the gender
m smat ch. The speaker conplains that the audience’s “Love
[ has] dwi ndl ed to Respect” (14), but does not identify what
new entertai nnent has taken the place of the playhouse.

| have observed that Favourite's first description of
Val ere, which occurs not many lines into the first scene,
pi ctures him*“courting the Dice like a Mstress” (1.1).

G ven that the prologue would still be fresh in the
audience’s mnds, it is reasonable to assune that they
m ght i magine the charns of a wife paling beside those

offered by a new anour. And as | have shown, the play
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illustrates over and over again that Valere s inclination
i's gam ng above all else, placing Lady Luck in ascendancy
over his betrothed. This thenme is borne out in the
epi | ogue’ s sad words of advice about a young man rui ned by
ganbl i ng.

Throughout the play, several of the characters have
uttered dire predictions about Valere's fate if he refuses
to renounce ganmng. In threatening to disown his son, Sir
Thomas shouts, “then try if what has ruin’d you, wll
mai ntain you” (1.1); in refusing Hector the noney to pay
Val ere’ s debts, he shouts, “Play, hang, or starve together,
| care not” (2.2). Hector conpares the |ives of ganesters
to those of hi ghwaynen who were hanged for their crines
(3.1). Dorante points out to Angelica that Valere’s “head-
strong Courses and luxurious Life, wll ruin both your
Peace and Fortune” (3.2), and al though she qui bbles with
hi m over his notives for informng on Valere, she does not
argue with his conclusion. Sir Thonmas, delighted by the
news that Angelica and Valere are finally to wed, announces
that he plans to settle two thousand pounds a year on his
son. “He shall make thee a swinging Jointure, my Grl”

(5.2), he says exultantly to his future daughter-in-Iaw.
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The nodern sense here, of course, is that Angelica is
going to receive a jointure “to die for”—but the slang,
given all the previous allusions to hangi ngs and ruin,
takes on a nore om nous nmeani ng when it culmnates in the
epi | ogue. “As one condemm’d, and ready to beconme / For his
O fences past, a Pendulum”™ begins the speaker direfully in
the first line, and plays out the subject of the simle as
one “Conderm’d . . . to play that tedious, juggling Gane, a
Wfe” (7-8). The speaker has |ong deliberated over the
choi ce between the hangman’s or the marriage knot and is
gi ving the usual address to the crowd before being carted
away for punishnent (10). |In contrast to Valere' s euphoric
pi cture of ganbling utopia, the speaker in Johnson's
epi | ogue shows the downward spiral of the ganesters,

di sm ssed as “Fortune’s sporting Footballs” (15). The
speaker catal ogues vignettes fromthe play itself: the
ganester’s hopes and fears; his inability to rule his
passions; his loss of “his good Dad s hard-gotten hoarded
Gin” (20); and his failure to raise nore cash fromthe
sharpers. But the epil ogue goes beyond the scope of the
pl ay—+t does not termnate with the joyful weddi ng dance;
rather, it follows the twists of Fortune to their |ogica

concl usion: the ganmester observed by the enbittered wife

65



becones a sharper hinself, is still unable to best Fortune,
and at last nust admt that “this itch for Play has
i kewi se fatal been” (31).

There is sone possible gender confusion in the casting
of the epilogue as well as the prol ogue: Bowyer points out
that there is sonme question about whether John Verbruggen
or his wife Susanna delivered the epilogue.' As the first
gendered pronoun in the speech is “his,” in the second
line, it is understandable that one m ght assune that the
di ssolute ganester is the speaker. However, since there is
such a strong thematic |ink between the nonol ogues and the
play itself, it would be odd for the actor playing Valere
to deliver these lines, as he has just ended the play with
an edi fying speech about his own redenption.

When t he speaker of the epilogue uses first person,
the pronoun “1” refers to the noun “Wfe,” as noted above.
Furthernore, there is a clear distinction established
bet ween the speaker/w fe and the group of ganmesters/the
audi ence, whom she addresses as “You roaring Boys” at the
begi nning of the portion of the epil ogue conprising the
“Word of good Advice” (11, 9). Gven that the turning point
of the plot calls for the actress playing Angelica to dress

in men’s clothing, and given that the syntax points toward
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a wonman speaker, it nmakes good dramatic sense for an
actress to have delivered the epil ogue.

The closing lines of the epilogue return to the
nmet aphor established by the prologue: this wife is the sane
stage who no | onger diverts the audi ence; but here the
guestion of what entertai nment has taken her place is
answer ed:

You fly this Place like an infectious Ar,

To yonder happy Quarter of the Town,

You crowd; and your own fav'rite Stage di sown;

W're like old Mstresses, you |love the Vice,

And hate us only ‘cause we once did please. (39-

43)
The stage has been abandoned for what Centlivre makes cl ear
in her dedication is one of the reigning vices of Engl and;
but it is not only the clever wordplay that is inportant
here. The parallel to what has just occurred in the play—
the marriage of Angelica and Valere—+s clear as well, and
woul d be further enforced if the epilogue were delivered by
the same actress playing Angelica. Pierre Bourdieu notes
that “Marriage is the occasion for an (in the w dest sense)
econom ¢ circul ation which cannot be seen purely in terns

of material goods” (120); Thonpson, in exam ning Bourdieu s
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concept of marriage as econom c transaction, concl udes that
“those texts in which these two, the econom ¢ and synbolic
(or, in our ternms, the financial and the donestic), can be
seen to touch are fraught with anxiety” (4). The Ganester
produces anxi ety because of the nmeans by which Angelica’s
fortune is transferred.

There woul d be far |l ess tension, for instance, if the
pairing were Val ere/Lady Weal thy, as the play has made it
clear that her fortune is entailed, thereby rendering
Val ere’ s obsessi on manageabl e. But not hi ng has changed
about Angelica s noney by the end of the play—all we are
left with is Valere s unbelievable and unsubstanti ated
change of heart.

Al t hough Bowyer points out how unlikely and
unsatisfactory it is that Valere “eats his cake and has it
too” (60), he assunes that the audience will join himin
hoping “that [Angelica] is right in thinking that [Valere]
has reforned forever” (62). But surely Centlivre’s audi ence
woul d have been just as skeptical of his el eventh-hour
conversion, especially when it is so closely linked with
the despair and futility of the wife of the prol ogue and

epi | ogue, who has made the m stake of marrying a ganester
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It is nonsensical to attenpt to force the play into
the reformnodel in this fashion. To do so is to disregard
t he hopel ess scenario which is foreshadowed by the
prologue, is vividly illustrated at Valere's every turn,
and concludes with the warning of the epilogue. Valere has
shown no i nherent honor. He will not remain refornmed, but
W Il succunb to the lure of Angelica’ s ready noney. As the
audi ence has seen, Valere is irredeemable: “Few are his
Joys, and small the Ganester’s Rest” (5.2), which wll
perhaps inspire them not Valere, to reformbefore they
cone to such a pass. “In this period of extrene soci al
change and the transition to agrarian capitalism” says
Thonpson, “noney and credit conme to stand for the potenti al
of liquid assets, to their dangerously enabling capacities”
(35).

In this reading of The Ganester, then, the play is a
reformconedy only in the broadest of senses. If anything,
it is arealistic portrayal of what damage an inveterate
ganester can cause his social sphere when liquid assets are
accessi ble; and Hector’s observation that Valere's fob is
the baroneter of his enotional state, which changes with
his fortune, prefigures Marx's 1844 observation about the

true al chem cal properties of noney:
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Money, then, appears as this overturning power

agai nst the individual and agai nst the bonds of

society, etc., which claimto be essences in

thenmsel ves. It transforns fidelity into

infidelity, love into hate, hate into | ove,

virtue into vice, vice into virtue, servant into

master, master into servant, idiocy into

intelligence, and intelligence into idiocy. (168-

69)
Just how thoroughly these bonds of society have been
overturned is illustrated by a fairly mnor character in
the play, the Marquis of Hazard (Fiel dhouse). He is chief
of the foolish suitors who surround Lady Wealthy, and
courts her wwth idiomatic French and m smanaged posturing.
He is actually Ms. Security’ s nephew, a footnman who is
attenpting to pass as a French nobleman in order to marry a
rich woman of quality. While his social blunders seemto
give validity to the notion that honor is an inherent
quality, it is gamng that admts himinto polite society
in the first place. As Marx and Val ere both claim noney
has the power to obliterate former notions of class, and
has the potential for reconfiguring notions of value in

both the public and the private sphere.
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The Marquis is exposed as Robin Skip and ridicul ed by
the entire conpany in the |ast scene of the play,
indicating a seemng return to the status quo further
enforced by the predictable pairings of |overs, and the
usual triunph of youth over age. But because so many of the
characters’ virtues have been turned into vice by way of
Val ere’ s sl avish adul ati on of Lady Luck, Robin Skip' s
i nes—=Who once by Policy a Title gains, / Merits above the
Fool that’s born to Means” (5.2)—hold both nore truth and
nmore realismthan Valere's | ast speech | auding his own
reform

Therefore, the inplausibility of that reformis not
the point, as it is certain that Valere’'s renewed |uck wll
overturn the bonds of |ove and of honor: rather, it is
Angelica's plight, and the near-certain squandering of her
non-| anded fortune, to which the play anxiously returns.
Centlivre resolves The Ganester in typical reform conedy
fashion, but introduces dramaturgically inescapable
concerns about how the individual nust function in the
rapi dly changi ng econom c systemof the early eighteenth

century.
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! caneron thoroughly docunents Centlivre’ s use of both
Regnard and Charles Du Fresney’'s 1697 Le Chevalier Joueur.
See Bowyer for the nost conprehensive bibliographic list of
Centlivre's sources.

2 See al so Hune 469-70, Loftis 65, and Rogers 161

® Criticismof The Ganester generally falls into two
categories: a plot summary in the mdst of biography (see,
e.g., Bowyer and Lock), or a brief analysis as part of a

| arger work (see, e.g., Oney, Loftis, and Hune). Mbst
criticismtakes the formof Hune's, in that the play is
mentioned in a line or two, while exam ning “exenplary,”
“reform” or “sentinental” conedies in general

* Thanks to Kathy Strong of the U of North Texas, who

poi nted out Ferdi nand Braudel’s theory that “noney is a

| anguage. . .it calls for and nmakes possi bl e dial ogues and
conversations” (328); that all of Valere's dial ogues and
conversations can be |linked to noney; that truth and coin
can be anal ogous in the period; and that Valere is
literally, linguistically, and norally bankrupt.

®|'d argue that the play does not equate these two terms in
the least, as Valere’s notions of gentlemanly “Honour” are
consistently shown to be neani ngl ess and corrupt.

® Exanpl es occur with al nbst nmonotonous regularity; see 1.1
2.2, 3.1, 4.3, and 5.1

" For exanple, Highfill lists himas Achilles in Heroick
Love, Castalio in The Fatal Friendship, Hotspur in Henry
IV, Cassius in Julius Caesar, Al exander in The R val
Queens, and his nost notable role, Bazajet in Tanerl ane.

8 The DNB comments personally, as well as professionally: “a
di ssi pated dare-devil man . . .Many stories of his w ldness
and want of conduct are given” (217). Using Verbruggen as
Valere allows Centlivre to add the personal subtext of

Ver bruggen’s off-stage life to devel op his on-stage
character, as she does with the off-stage relationship

bet ween W1 ks and Rogers in her next play.

® This fully-staged round of Hazard is a perfect exanple of
Centlivre's tendency to give |lip-service to a particular
ideology (in this case, anti-ganbling), and to undercut it
for the sake of dramatic effect—part of the success of this
play is attributed by Oney to the novelty of on-stage
ganbl i ng.

01t seems, too, that this show of violence would renind

t he audi ence of why Verbruggen left Drury Lane for
Lincoln’s Inn Fields: a quarrel wth Thomas Ski pworth and
violent assault on Boyle (see H ghfill 134), as well as
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verbal and physical assault on the Duke of St. Al bans,

behi nd the scenes (see DNB 217)-again, Centlivre cleverly
blurs the |line between her actors’ personal and private
l'ives.

11 Bowyer conpares the record in the Diverting Post of 27
Jan. -3 Feb. 1705, which identifies John Verbruggen as the
speaker, with the 1725 edition, which attributes Susanna
Ver bruggen (59n. 13). He neglects to point out that
Susanna died in childbirth in 1703. However, the Conplete
Wrks lists Ms. Santlow as the speaker, which supports ny
reading that it nmakes dramatic sense to interpret the
speaker as female. As it is likely that an actress would
have done the part in breeches, the audience mght call to
m nd Angelica’ s appearance dressed as a boy in the pivotal
ganbling scene in act 4, thereby reinforcing the dramatic
connection between the afterpiece and the play itself.
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CHAPTER 4

STAG NG PROBLEMS | N THE BASSET- TABLE

As we have already seen in chapters two and three,
Centlivre’s involvenent in the Collier controversy becane
nore overt during the early stages of her career: several
of her early prefaces and dedications took direct shots at
his i deology as she sided wwth Dryden and others in the
view that the purpose of conedy is only to entertain.
Counter to that stance, her two plays The Ganester and The
Basset-Table, witten during the height of the “second”
Collier controversy, have been read as seem ng concessions
to Collier’'s noral stance that “Indeed to make Delight the
mai n busi ness of Conedy is an unreasonabl e and danger ous
Principle. . .Yes, if the Palate is pleas’d, no matter tho’
the Body is Poyson'd” (Collier Short View 162). Indeed,
Centlivre's rather anxious claimfor The Basset-Table is
that she has attenpted “a tender regard to good Manners,
and by the main Drift of it, endeavour’d to Redicul e [sic]
and Correct one of the nost reigning Vices of the Age”
(Preface A2).1

The few critics who have witten about the plays agree

that in adopting this viewoint, Centlivre detours from her
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usual light comc style in these two plays, which are
characterized as her only “reform conedi es” by Robert D
Hume.

The Ganester was Centlivre' s first comrercial success,
opening with a 14-night run at Lincoln’s Inn Fields with an
all-star cast. The Basset-Table, however, ran for only
four nights at Drury Lane later in the sane year. The
plots of the two plays are remarkably simlar, as are their
goal s: to expose the w ckedness of gam ng, and, as |’ve
argued in chapter three,? to explore an energing social
syst em where Honour, once thought of as an innate
characteristic of the Quality, becones al nost neani ngl ess
as aresult of the shift to an econony based on ready cash.
But the short run of The Basset-Table can’t be expl ai ned
away by accusing it of a lack of originality in plots and
staging: it’'s a commonpl ace that plays of this period were
uni nventive, unadventurous, and often derivative; in fact,
Jay Oney lauds Centlivre s cleverness in capitalizing on
t he success of The Ganester to persuade Drury Lane to stage
a simlar piece (243).°® So why didn’'t The Basset-Table do
as well as The Ganester?

Joanna M Caneron clainms that the play didn't do well

because it is an early femnist text; she sees it as a
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strident challenge to Collier’s views on wonen, traces the
i nfluence of Mary Astell’s fem nist tracts on the dial ogue
and the plot, and clains that the 1705 audi ence just wasn’'t
ready to accept such a militant stance from Centlivre.*
VWhile | concede that the allusions to Astell do seemto
appear in the play (mainly in one of the subplots), | just
don’t buy the bul k of her argunment. Wiy? Because, quite
sinply, it just won't play in Peoria. Defining the work as
a femnist treatise reduces it to a nere text, and takes no
notions of staging into account. Since Canmeron is
attenpting to address the question of the play’s

unpopul arity, the fact that she nerely identifies possible
Astell material with one of the characters, and neglects to
place it in any sort of rhetorical context by exam ning how
that material is received by the other characters, renders
her cl ai m hi ghly suspect.

Part of Canmeron’s argunent is correct, certainly. |If
Centlivre had presented such a mlitant fem nist work to
Drury Lane, | don’t think it would ever have reached the
stage at all in this period. Too risky—too controversi al;
as it is clear that the public, while not necessarily
buying Collier’s critique whol esal e, was demandi ng a

certain amount of stage reform hardly good timng for any
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savvy playwight to prem ere a groundbreaki ng piece of
fem nism

|’d argue instead that the | ack of success for The
Basset-Table is due in part to staging problenms which may
very well have been unconsci ous or inadvertent on
Centlivre's part. Firstly, the play |acks a central
character who convincingly maintains a noral balance while
maneuvering through this new econom c | andscape--one whose
efforts to restore order the audi ence can unhesitatingly
appl aud, such as Angelica in The Ganester. Secondly, the
pl ay al so | acks any coherent sense of who nust reform and
why. Rather than presenting a unani nous condemati on of
ganbling, and a concerted effort to reclaima main
character obviously disturbing the social order by that
particul ar vice, the virtuous characters in the play are
conti nuously upstaged and mani pul ated by a character who
recalls the earlier stage stereotype of the rake, thereby
rendering any didactic nessage suspect. Overall, the play
i s uneven and uncertain—n direct contrast to the unified
anti-ganbling piece which preceded it. An exam nation of
performativity in the play will indicate that reading the
text as a reformconedy reveals gaping holes in Centlivre's

stagecraft; that to “fix” those holes commts real violence
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to the text; and that ultimtely, the play probably didn't
succeed for the sinple reason that it just isn't well-
witten.

Thi s exam nation rai ses several nmjor questions about
the text, which can be answered by | ooking at how the play
m ght work on stage: What is the actual objection to
ganbling which appears in the play? How nmuch and what type
of stage tinme is given to that critique, and by whon? Wo
or what causes the plot to advance? Wo reforns at the end
of the play, and why? It is the aimof this chapter to
pi ece together the answers to these questions, in order to
support ny claimthat the play is rife wth enough
anbi guity and poor staging to explain its very brief run
and sketchy performance history.

First, the customary plot overview The basset-table
of the title is hosted by Lady Reveller (played by Anne
A dfield), a coquettish w dow whom Lord Worthy (John MI1s)
has long loved in vain. She lives with her uncle, Sir
Ri chard Pl ai nman (WIIliam Bullock, Sr.), a former merchant
who has apparently purchased hinself a title and is trying
to take on genteel characteristics. He highly disapproves
of his niece’s behavior, and is joined in that disapproval

by her cousin, the virtuous Lady Lucy (Jane Rogers), with
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whomthe libertine Sir James Courtly (Robert WIKks) is in

| ove. Rounding out the cast are the ingenue couple Valeria
and Lovely (Susannah Mountfort and perennial Centlivre
favorite John Bickerstaff), the sea captain Hearty (R chard
Estcourt), the nmerchant Sago and his ganbling wife
(Benjam n Johnson and Letitia Cross), and the usual w se-
cracking, pert servants, nost notably WIIiam Penket hman as
Buckl e.

The nost obvious anti-ganbling commentary in the play
is directed agai nst headstrong Lady Reveller, who lives in
her uncle’s | odgi ngs and pays no attention to his
protestations agai nst her basset-table. In the first
scene, comng as it does at the end of a | ong night of
ganbling traffic, his scolding of Lady Reveller summarizes
one of the main objections that the virtuous characters
have to the vice—+ts leveling affect:

Can you that keep a Basset-Table, a public

Gam ng- House, be insensible of the Shanme on’t?

have often told you how much the vile Concourse

of People, which Day and Ni ght make ny House

their Rendezvous, incommobde ny Health; your

Apartnment is a Parade for Men of all Ranks, from

the Duke to the Fidler. . . (205)
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The objection is cause-to-effect, and a standard argunent
of the period: the vain Lady Revell er damages her
reputation by keepi ng a gam ng-house; the gam ng-house is
bad because the quest for cash breaks down the established
social order. This reduction of social class is what the
characters in The Ganester protest against when faced with
Val ere’s anal ysis of the denocratizing nature of ganbling.
But is this the heart of Sir R chard’ s objection? His
other lines allow for a slightly different interpretation,
as does the true focus of his action throughout the play.
There is never a point in the action where he speaks
agai nst ganbling on strictly noral grounds; rather, his
obj ection against the vice is always |linked with commentary
benmoani ng either Lady Reveller’s coquetti shness, or
conpl ai ni ng about the noise caused by the continuous stream
of people. Therefore, his commentary is diluted, and
serves to categorize ganbling as either a public nuisance,
or as a vehicle for inappropriate social behavior—aot as a
Vi ce.

Act | opens in the hallway of Sir R chard Plainman’s
| odgings, at 4 a.m The hall is filled with various
footnmen, sleeping or trying to sleep, and waiting for their

enpl oyers to | eave the gamng table. Wthout exception,
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t hey benpan the unnatural hours—as does Sir Richard, who,
clad in a night-gown, enters to confront Lady Reveller.
Revel |l er and her servant Al piew ready thensel ves to hear an
oft-repeated conplaint; Sir Richard s first point is the
di sturbance of his rest: “l nust be wak’d at Four with
Coach, Coach, Chair, Chair”; his second is that the
continuous traffic serves to “inconmmode ny Health”(3). He
seens to have no noral objections to ganbling, but reviles
it for the inconveni ence and the noi se.

Moreover, his attention is quickly diverted to his
daughter Valeria, and the troubl esone question of her
marriage. After a nere two |ines of dialogue on Lady
Revel l er’s ganbling, the next two pages of the script are
devoted to Valeria, and how Sir Richard wi shes for her to
marry a sailor. |In a catalogue of the affects of her
ganbling habit, the nbst serious consequence is tacked on
at the end: “Noise, Nonsence [sic], Foppery and Ruin” (5);
affects which Sir R chard sees as inconveni ences seemto
out wei gh any actual noral standards. He does | eave the
scene with a couplet espousing the traditional view of the
dangers attendant on ganbling, but his preoccupation with
t he di sposal of his daughter far outstrips any in-depth

critique on the evils of ganbling.
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In Act Two, Sir R chard enters with Captain Hearty,
whom he hopes wll marry his daughter, Valeria. Captain
Hearty’'s attention is imedi ately captured by Lady
Reveller, who is “a gallant Vessel—ith all her Streaners
out, Top and Top Gllant” (20). Previous action in the
play makes it clear that Lady Reveller intends to flirt
with this new man in order to spite Lord Wrthy, who is
eavesdropping on her fromthe gallery. But it is also
cl ear from previous discussion that Lady Reveller flirts
with anything that noves, so her behavior is nothing new.
Again, it is this facet of her nature on which the other
characters focus—ot on her ganbling. Sir Richard s
i ntroduction of her spends nore rhetorical tinme on her
vanity than her ganbling: “she values nothing that does not
spend their days at their dass, and their N ghts at
Basset, such who ne’er did good to their Prince, nor
Country, except their Taylor, Peruke-nmaker, and Perfuner”
(20). For the rest of the scene, Sir Richard s |lines dea
directly with his hopes for the marriage of his daughter,
and his despair at her odd ways. Not once does he take the
opportunity to pontificate on Lady Reveller’s ganbling
habit, nor does he ever state that her ganbling is the

cause of her other bad habits. He takes a passing shot at
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Lady Reveller as he exits, but it is a general remark in
response to her needling, and can be attributed to her
flirtation with Captain Hearty, rather than to her
ganbl i ng:

Lady Reveller: . . .for I'’msure you have

bani sh’ d Pati ence, ha, ha, ha.

Sir Richard: And you Discretion— (22)

In Act Three, Sir Richard appears in a scene which is
anusi ng because of its farcical elenents. He discovers
Ensign Lovely hiding under a tub in Valeria s workroom
after sone sl apstick search and di scovery; the conedi an
WIlliamBullock, Sr. as Sir Richard is given the
opportunity to rage, stonp, kick the furniture and throw
t hi ngs—and all of that before he discovers the young nan.
Al'l this energy is expended on Valeria and her eccentric
scientific pursuits; Lady Reveller is never nentioned.

This scene is another indication that any anti-ganbling
message in the play is severely diluted. Far nore on-stage
time is devoted to Valeria s unfem nine habits of m nd than
to any damaging effects of Lady Reveller’s ganbling; in
fact, when Sir R chard nakes his | ast appearance at the end
of Act V, he says nothing to Lady Reveller at all. One

m ght expect that the righteous indignation of the
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authority figure would be directed at the noral |apse of
the character in need of reform(as it is in The Ganester:
all of Sir Thomas Val ere’s speeches to or about his son are
condemations of his ganbling). But such is not the case
in The Basset-Tabl e.

Even if there were such indignant speeches, it would
be hard to take themat all seriously, comng fromWIIiam
Bul l ock, Sr. Known as “an actor of great glee and nuch
comc vivacity. . .with a lively countenance, full of
hunmorous information” (qtd. in DNB 255), | doubt that he
coul d have played the role straight. The play gives him
anpl e opportunity to fly into rages, strut and posture, as
he is doubl e-crossed again and again. Sir Richard Steele,
one of the chief admrers of Bullock’s comc talent, notes
that he had “a peculiar talent of |ooking |like a fool”
(qtd. in Hghfill 409); one would be hard-pressed, then, to
take seriously any noral speeches from such a character.

The character is not really the sane type as that of
Sir Thomas Val ere (John Freeman), the father in The
Ganester. In contrast, Freeman's part calls for a stately
authority figure, who is given nmuch respect by the other
characters. Sir Thomas is never nmade to play the fool

either in his dialogue, or by any of the other characters’
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actions. In contrast, Sir Richard is a typical conedic
bl ocki ng character. Hi's attenpt to thwart the ingenue
couple is subverted by Sir Janes, indicating the total |ack
of respect for Sir Richard s authority which all the
characters exhibit. Not only is Sir Thomas Val ere
respected by the other characters in The Ganester, but he
ultimately gets what he wants—the apparent reformof his
son. At the end of The Basset-Table, the audience’ s |ast
view of Sir Richard is of himcapitulating gracelessly to
the marriage of Valeria and Lovely, which Sir Janes has
pl otted.

It would seem then, that in the character of Sir
Ri chard, Centlivre went for comc effect rather than any
real anti-ganbling commentary: anmusing while Sir Richard is
onstage, certainly, but a serious detrinment to any reform
message. |1’'d argue that this authorial choice aligns nore
with what is generally considered her usual point of view
on the stage reformquestion: “I think the Miin design of
Conmedy is to nmake us laugh” (qtd. in Farquhar 260), than it
does with any of Collier’s notions of what kinds of
characters the stage should portray.

O course, Sir Richard is hardly the only character in

the play to comment on ganbling: to neglect the two noral
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or normative voices in the script, Lady Lucy and Lord
Wrthy, would be remss. Played by Jane Rogers, the role
of Lady Reveller’s cousin is described in the cast list as
“a Religious sober Lady”; this character has plenty of
speeches whi ch are unanbi guous about the nature of
ganbling, and its evil effects. In ny discussion of the
rel ati onshi p between Rogers and Wl ks in Chapter Two, |
illustrated how Centlivre and other playwights of the tine
wer e understandably | oathe to have the two appear anywhere
near each other on stage. Indeed, in Love's Contrivance,
even though they are the romantic couple, they are only
together for a very brief period of tine during the |ast
scene. Apparently, the volatile relationship had becone
sonewhat nore nmanageabl e, at |east professionally; in this
pl ay, Centlivre does give them dial ogues. But the
character of Lady Lucy spends no tinme on ronance: she is
all business. This reflects what Centlivre knew of Rogers
personal ly, and displays her facility in working with
particul ar cast nenbers.

In an attenpt to |ive down what she seens to have
percei ved as di sgrace (whether that shanme was due to the
illegitimate child, who seens to have been cherished and

wel | -rai sed, an attack of conscience, or rage at being
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spurned, is hardly clear), fromthe early 1700s Rogers
demanded rol es which did not conprom se her sense of her
own virtue. Colley C bber comments on this revisionismin
his typical catty fashion: “Her fondness for Virtue on the
Stage she began to think m ght perswade [sic] the Wrld
that it nade an Inpression on her private life” (qtd. in
Hi ghfill 69).

Centlivre solves this dilema rather cleverly: WIks
and Rogers are still paired; however, theirs is an
adversarial relationship.® Rogers spends her stage tine
chiding Lady Reveller for her faults, and rebuffing Sir
Janmes on the grounds that his passion for ganbling
supercedes his passion for her. Lady Lucy is calm cool,
and wel | - spoken: her speeches are nodels of |ogic; her
anti-ganbling rhetoric is based on both the rules of
civility, and the force of Reputation. For instance, her
conpl ai nt about the constant noise and traffic is phrased
much nore reasonably than Sir Richard s tirade—after gently
rem ndi ng Lady Reveller that her late hours force all the
servants to stay awake, too, she states, “there are certain
Hours, that good Manners, Modesty and Health require your
Care; for Exanple, disorderly Hours are neither Healthfu

nor Modest—-And tis not GCvil to make Conpany wait Di nner
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for your Dressing” (6). She sternly rem nds the nerchant’s
w fe, Ms. Sago, of her proper station: “your Husband’' s
Shop wou’ d better becone you than Gam ng and Gl |l ants”

(35); and piously urges Sir Janes to think of posterity and
reform “Wu'd it not |eave a nore d orious Fane behind you
to be the Founder of sonme Pious Wrk; when all the Poor at
mention of your Nanme shall Bl ess your Menory” (48)7?

This portrayal of Lady Lucy m ght seemto contradict
one of ny original clains about the play, which is that it
has no obviously noral character who presents a clear anti-
ganbl i ng nessage, and whose efforts to restore order can be
unanbi guously endorsed by the audience. Both Lady Lucy’s
speeches and her actions certainly fulfill one side of that
equation; her anti-ganbling nessage i s unanbi guous enough.
But her efforts to restore order are either ignored or
| aughed at by the other characters who are in need of
reform And ultimately, it is Sir James who directs the
action, not Lady Lucy the erstwhile refornmer. |In the case
of Lady Reveller, Sir James’'s schene sends her into Lord
Wrthy's arns; not consideration of any of her cousin’s
pi ous speeches. Love does not necessarily triunph over the

profligate Sir Janes, either.
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In contrast to Angelica’s successful plotting of
Val ere’s downfall and redenption in The Ganester, there is
no sense at the end of The Basset-Table that Sir Janes wl|
give up his profligate ways in order to wed Lady Lucy.
After their major scene together in Act Three, he comments,
“she’s gone, and now cann’t | shake off the Thought of
Seven Wns, Eight Loses—for the Blood of ne—and all this
Grave Advice of hers is lost” (49).

In the closing scene, during which Sir Janes expl ains
all his machinations, Lord Wrthy expresses a wi sh that he
could assist Sir Janes in his courtship of Lady Lucy. She
refuses to commt to marriage: “My Fault is Consideration
you know, | must think a little longer on't”, to which Sir
Janes responds “And ny whol e Study shall be to inprove
t hose Thoughts to ny own Advantage” (63). Just as she
refuses to prom se herself, he prom ses no reform
Al t hough “overtidy endings are the normin conedy” (315),
as M| hous and Hune point out, this conclusion undermnm nes
both romantic and reform conventions. |f the scene were
bl ocked in order to keep Rogers and W1l ks at opposite sides
of the stage, Lady Lucy’'s failure to restore order would be

even nore obvi ous.
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I f we continue searching for a noral center for this
al | eged reform conedy, we m ght expect the virtuous Lord
Worthy (played by John MIls) to be the hero of the play.
A surface reading of the text mght |lead us to think that
he is a nodel of virtue for the stage; devel oped by
Centlivre to offset Collier’s accusation that the nale
| eads pronoted libertinism However, the role of Wrthy’'s
good friend, the ganbler Sir James Courtly, (the popul ar
Robert W1 ks) has better lines, as well as far nore stage
time. Although Lord Worthy is the upright, honorable
character, who gets the girl and triunphs over her vice of
ganbling in the end, all his notions of honor are undercut
by stage business.®

Courtly is what I'd call the “pivot character” in the
pi ece: the one who facilitates or stage-nanages all the
action according to his own design, The character’s force
of personality causes the rest of the characters to revol ve
around him his actions are central to the overall action
of the play. 1In this case, Centlivre created a character
whose habits and mannerisns recall the earlier rakish
stage. He is an inveterate ganbler, and is having an
affair wwth Ms. Sago even while he pursues Lady Lucy. He

is the masterm nd of the plan which marries Valeria to
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Lovely in direct defiance of her father’s w shes, and of
the plan which delivers Lady Reveller into Lord Wirthy's
hands in a less than noral fashion. He drags the other
characters down to his |level by his thoroughly rakish
tactics. This analysis of his course of action is the sane
as | have made in the previous chapter for the affect that
Val ere’s actions have on his social circle; the difference
in The Basset-Table is that nobody in the play except Lady
Lucy focuses on Sir Janmes as an object of necessary
reformation. Sir Janmes is norally far worse than Lady
Revel l er, but the play’s action never coments on Sir Janes
as an object of reform thereby further underm ning the
dubi ous argunent that it is a reform conedy.

The casting of the two nale | eads supports nmy claim
that the role of Sir Janes is both far nore interesting and
far nore powerful than the role of Lord Wirthy. As |
menti oned in Chapter Two, the available commentary on John
MIls is, on the whole, in agreenent that he was reliable,
al t hough sonewhat staid; a “graceful, careful actor” (446)
according to the DNB who generally got higher praise for
his tragic roles than his conedic ones. Sone
representative contenporary criticismmy serve to

illustrate a fault in MIls’s style which is relevant to
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this play. 1In 1710, a note in the Tatler critiqued MIIs
on the grounds that his gestures did not jibe with the
nature of his roles (DNB 248); Aaron H Il also described
MI1ls playing Bajazet in Tanerlane in a nost unnatural
fashion, “full of nods, flings, and jerks” (qtd. in DNB
249) instead of any sort of believable rage.

Al nost every scene in which Lord Wort hy appears
i ncl udes petul ance or outright |oss of tenper. Perhaps
Centlivre was relying on his unnatural mannerisns to
i ncrease the conedy: the nore Lord Wirthy chews up the
furniture, the nore the other characters—and the audi ence—
[ augh. I n Act Three, when Buckle, Wrthy' s manservant,
acts out his contrived tale of Wrthy' s rage and despair at
not yet attaining Lady Reveller’s hand, the conmedi an
W Il iam Penket hman has a perfect opportunity to mmc MIIls
as he chews up the scenery even nore. As Penket hnan was
known for his ad-1ibbing, we mght surm se that he would
probably feed off the audience’s |aughter and prol ong the
scene, thereby undercutting the role of Lord Wrthy even
further. Directly after Buckle s scene, Wrthy enters, and
has a full-out argunment with Lady Reveller. During this
scene, he rages and sputters, exactly as Buckl e already

portrayed. This juxtaposition borders nore on sl apstick,
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and places Lord Worthy's speeches in the real m of
mel odrama, rather than giving himany real authority to
speak agai nst ganbling, or anything el se.

MIls's “nediocrity and propriety of conduct” (DNB
283) virtually assured that he would often serve as a foi
for the nore show WI ks, as certainly happens in this
play.” |If Centlivre was trying to prove that the stage
could be a useful agent of reform she certainly didn't
hel p her argument by creating the role of Sir James for
Robert WIlks. “H's chief qualities as a conedian,” says
the DNB, “were ease, sprightliness, and distinction of
manner, which caused himto be accepted as a nodel of
behavi or in fashi onable society” (282-3). Certainly the
part of Sir Janmes calls for sprightly, fashionable good
manner s—but what is the nodel of behavior presented on the
stage by this particular character? Hardly one whom
Collier would endorse as worthwhile. In fact, his 1703
criticismof rakish heroes seens to describe Sir Janes
perfectly:

A finish’d Libertine seldomfails of making his

Fortune upon the Stage. . .Thus qualified there

is great Care taken to furnish himw th Breeding

and Address: He is presently put into a Post of
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Honour, and an Equi page of Sense; and if he does

the worst, he is pretty sure of speaking the best

Things; | nean the nost lively and entertaining”

(Di ssuasive fromthe Pl ay-House 4).

Wien the two nale | eads are introduced, the distinction
between Lord Worthy’s powerl essness and Sir Janes’s
conpetence in this social mlieu is apparent: Sir Janes

i mredi ately swings into action--he prom ses to hel p young
Lovely gain Valeria, and noves on to accurately assess Lord
Wrthy's situation with what m ght seemat first an

i nappropriate netaphor, given Wrthy's aversion towards
gamng: “M Lord Worthy, your Lordship is as nelancholy as
a losing Ganester” (210). “Faith Gentlenen, |’ m out of
Humour, but | don’t know at what” (210) Worthy petul antly
replies.

The metaphor is apt, although personally abhorrent to
Worthy; his notions of behavior are out of place in a
situation which requires pragmatism (and ultimtely,
threatening a lady’'s virtue, however nmuch in jest); he
reveal s an increasing sense of inpotence when he says,

“. . . yet | despair of fixing her, her Vanity has got
so nmuch the Mstress of her Resolution; and yet her Passion

for Gain surmounts her Pride, and | ays her Reputation open
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to the Wwrld. Every Fool that has ready Mney shall dare
to boast hinself her very hunble Servant; S death, when
could cut the Rascal’s Throat” (210). But he’'s all talk
and posturing--he takes no action until Sir James, after
belittling Wrthy's nethod, suggests his own, which harks
back to the earlier rakish stage:

To gain all Wnmen there’'s a certain Rule;

If Wt should fail to please, then act the Fool;

And where you find Sinplicity not take,

Throw of f Di sgui ses and profess the Rake;

Cbserve which way their strongest Hunmours run

They’'re by their owm lov'd Cant the surest Wy

undone. (211)

Lady Reveller has no shane—and so far, Lord Worthy's
adm r abl e behavi or has had no affect on her whatsoever.
Hi s disassociation with her lifestyle nmeans that he has no
i dea how to chall enge her on her own turf. He has no idea
how to spearhead the reform in contrast to The Ganester’s
Angel i ca, and her fairly handy redenption of Valere. She
nmeets himon his own ground and stage-manages to get the
results she wants. Since what she wants is Valere's
reformation, the play is given an obvious noral center.

Even if we doubt the strength of Valere's resolve to
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reform we see that Angelica is in the right—she’'s a strong
character, has lots of stage tine, and is a clear nodel of
behavi or.

This play, in contrast, provides a strong character
who st age-manages |argely for his own anusenent, and who is
himsel f an inveterate ganbler. Sir Janes uses cash,
deception, and ironically, a scene in which he plays the
starring role, just as Angelica does. However, Sir Janes
works fromw thin his customary di ssol ute sphere, whereas
Angelica is just as much out of character playing a ganbler
as she is when wearing nen s cl ot hes.

Act Il gives us nore character devel opnent
illustrating how our so-called hero is unable to beat Lady
Revel l er at her own gane. Lord Wrthy, having quarrel ed
with Lady Reveller the previous day, has sent a letter to
her announcing his intention to see her no nore. But he
has no will power, and is conpletely unable to decide
whet her to stay or to go: a comc scene follows in which
Wort hy accuses Reveller of “unaccountabl e passions” while
showi ng just as many of his own. “. . . ny Lady Reveller
may do what she pleases,” he sputters in indignhation to
Al piew, “I amno nore her Sl ave, upon nmy Wrd; | have

br oken ny Chai n—she has not been out then since she rose”
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(214)? He spends so much tine giving Al piew contradictory
i nstructions and nessages and rushi ng back and forth, that
he is forced to abandon the room precipitously, before Lady
Revel | er discovers himthere. She discovers him hiding
anyway, and flirts outrageously with Captain Hearty, in
order to “fit [Lord Worthy] for Eves-dropping” (219).

Again, Lord Worthy' s methods of courtship, although based
on the usual rules of conduct, are not effective, and he is
once nore shown in a position of powerl essness.

When Captain Hearty kisses Reveller’s hand, Lord
Wrthy | eaps back into the roomin a rage, and nore or |ess
chal l enges the Captain to a duel +he Captain, recognizing
Lady Reveller as a first-class flirt, declines the
chal | enge, whereupon Worthy backs down: “How ridi cul ous do
| make nysel f—-Pardon nme, Sir, you are in the right.
confess | scarce knew what | did” (222). The Captain’s
next aside (“I thought so, poor Gentleman, | pity hini)
shows i medi ate recognition that Worthy's skills as a
suitor are lacking, and that he did not consider Lord
Wrthy' s challenge as a serious threat.

Sir James is not only a far nore entertaining
character than Lord Worthy, but he is far nore facile as

wel | ; a good exanple appears in Act IIl, where he

97



commandeers the Captain for a rollicking masquerade to gain
Val eria for Lovely, then charns Lady Reveller, Lady Lucy,
and Ms. Sago with his conversation before a gane of

basset. His social skills are even nore inpressive in this
scene when one considers that he ingratiates hinself with

t he hostess, Lady Reveller, courts Lady Lucy, and
successfully placates Ms. Sago, with whom he is having an
affair, alnost sinmultaneously—aking his ironic line *

hope | never say any Thing to offend the Ladies” (231)

al nost nore a prayer of relief than a witticismat the end
of the scene.

He’s well-versed in how a proper rake should carry off
such a sticky situation; as he tells Ms. Sago to be nore
di screet about their affair, his comment on his expertise--
“l have as nuch Love as you, but | have nore Conduct”

(232) —+s an inportant distinction between his nethod of
what type of behavior is nore effective and Lord Wrthy’s
met hod. I mredi ately after this snmooth performance, Lord
Wrthy takes the stage again in another disastrous pseudo-
parting from Lady Reveller.

In Act 1V, our erstwhile hero is so desperate that he
begs Sir Janes for help: “Could st thou infuse into ne thy

Tenper, Sir Janes, | should have thy Reason too; but | am
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born to love this Fickle, Faithless Fair—at have | not
essay’'d to raze her fromny Breast: but all in vain!
must have her, or | nust not live” (237). This inpassioned
speech is, to ny mnd, the clearest indication that even
Lord Worthy recogni zes he cannot acconplish anything
w thout Sir Janmes’s hel p—therefore, the character who is a
t horough-goi ng libertine, condemmed by noralists of the
period, is situated even nore squarely in the position of
ultimate authority in the play. After a lover’s
confrontation with Lady Lucy, in which he vigorously
defends his gamng lifestyle even in the mdst of courting
her, Sir Janmes goes in to a basset-gane with Lady
Revel l er’ s conpany, in which his cunning plan to maneuver
her into Lord Worthy’s arns unf ol ds.

During a fully-staged round of basset, Lady Reveller
| oses all her noney, and Sir Janes slips a purse of gold
into her lap so that she can continue to play. The scene
is quite a bit shorter than the pivotal ganbling scene in
The Ganester (barely four pages while Angelica s nmastery of
the dice and of Valere takes a bit nore than seven pages),
and focuses nore on the bad behavior of the players than it
does the gane itself—+4+'d argue there is far |less novelty in

that bit of staging. The scene functions nerely as a way
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to get Lady Reveller into Sir Janes’s power: after the rest
of the conpany | eaves, Sir Janes stays behind, and
surprises Lady Reveller by professing love to her, while
maneuvering hinmself between her and the door. At first she
| aughs, but Sir James continues pressing her. Wen she
demands to know t he reason why he has | ocked the door, he
replies, “Ch, ‘tis sonething indecent to nane it, Madam

but | intend to shew you” (249), whereupon the stage
directions state that he “lays hold on her”

Sir Janmes is staging a rape. Lord Worthy, conplicit
in this extreme neasure, is in the next roomwaiting for
his cue to burst in and rescue Lady Reveller. But it is
not enough that Sir Janmes struggles with Lady Reveller in
an attenpt to overcone her; he takes pain to ensure that
she knows exactly why she is in this situation:

Can a Lady that |oves Play as passionately as you

do—that takes as much Pains to draw Men in to

| ose their Money, as a Town Mss to their

Destruction,--that caresses all Sorts of People

for your Interest, that divides your Tine between

your Toilet and Basset-Table; can you, | say,
boast of innate Virtue?—Fye, fye, | amsure you
must have guess’d for what | play’'d so deep; --we
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never part with our Money w t hout Design,--or

writing Fool upon our Foreheads;--therefore no

nmore of this Resistance, except you would have

nore Money. (249-59)
On the face of it, this would seemin accordance with John
Denni s’ s speech against gam ng with which |I began Chapter
Three—that the vice carries wwth it other dangers, one
bei ng the assunption that wonen who ganbl ed had no concern
for their reputation and were willing to earn ganbling
noney by rather unorthodox nethods. However, consider who
i s speaki ng here, and under what circunstances: the rake
character, who has just defended the ganester’s lifestyle
to the woman he loves, and is acting in this scene which he
has contrived for the benefit of his friend; making it
difficult to take his speech at face val ue.

M | hous and Hune’ s di scussion of the staging of
Farquhar’s The Beaux’ Stratagemis useful in working
through this scene. Sir James’s plot carries severa

degrees of seriousness, depending on the physical objects

on the stage during the scene. |Is there an actual bed, or
one painted on a wwng? This small detail is vastly
i nportant:

101



A painted bed not only defuses audi ence anxi ety

about “rape,” but makes their struggle comc

because clearly nothing is going to happen. A

real bed alerts the audience to the possible

consequences of what Ms. Sullen has regarded as

a gane. (Producible Interpretations 295-6)
The two scenes are not entirely anal ogous: The Basset-Tabl e
audi ence knows that Sir Janes is “faking it;” however, Lady
Revel l er nost certainly does not. She, too, regards the
repartee at the beginning of the scene as a gane, but
becones thoroughly frightened as Sir Janes taunts and
manhandl es her for over three pages before Lord Wrthy
cones to her rescue. The nen certainly treat the plot as a
big joke at the end of the play—but the presence of a real
bed, added to the nunerous stage directions where Sir Janes
is pronpted to “struggle” and “lay hold on her,” can turn
this titillating nonent in the plot into sonething that
Lady Reveller perceives fearfully as actual danger. At
best, wth a painted bed, this scene is a cruel joke. At
worst, | think it raises at |east nonentary qual ns about
just how far Sir Janes will go—as he takes liberties with
everyone else in the cast, why not in this case, as well?

In either interpretation, the fear that Lady Reveller
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experiences seens excessive, given that the play hasn't
gi ven us adequate grounds to question her norality.

When Lord Worthy bursts in waving his sword, and
spouting noral platitudes, it is very unsettling to hear
any words about honor and reputation fromthe nouth of a
man who has agreed to participate in such violence to gain
hi s ends, sham though it may have been. He has succunbed
to Sir Janmes’s nethods, exhibiting at the |last no true
heroi c behavior. In alnost his last lines, Sir James
crows, “The principal Part of this Plot was mne, Sir
Ri chard” (257), which is nore true than Centlivre perhaps
i ntended. Even though in both her dedications to The
Ganester and The Basset-Table, Centlivre tried to align
herself with Collier by claimng that she was witing
“Wthout the Vicious Strain which usually attends the
Com ck Muse, and according to the first intent of Plays,
[to] reconmmend Morality” (qtd. in Lock 26), any commentary
that this reformconedy tries to make about ganbling is
severely undercut by both the lack of a strong noral
exanpl e, and by any real or consistent focal point of
ref ormperhaps ultimately proving Collier right, as well as

explaining in part why the play never becanme popul ar.
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YIn this chapter, all citations fromthe play are taken
fromthe Frushell edition.

2 See also nmy article in the forthcom ng i ssue of Studies in
the Literary | magination

® There is plenty of textual evidence to support the claim
that Centlivre was deliberately riding on the success of
The Ganmester. Not only does The Basset-Table foll ow hard
upon the heels of the previous play, but the script is nore
than unusually full of errors. Characters are m snaned,
words are msspelled wildly (even by the admttedly nore
lax rules of the period); speeches are attributed to the
wrong characters in every act; and Act Four is m stakenly

| abel ed Act Three. Apparently the printing, as well as the
conposition, was rushed. One of the nore anusing

t ypographi cal errors occurs in Act Four, during Sir Janes’s
nmonol ogue after a set-to with Lady Lucy. She has left the
room and he phil osophizes on the topic of Love vs. Gam ng.
“[Lady Lucy’ s] an exact Model of what all Wnen ought to
be,--and yet your Merry little Coquettish Tits are very
Diverting—= (49). 1In a recent production of the play at
the University of New Hanpshire, this line was delivered
just so, to the great delight of the audience. However,

Sir Janes is enploying classic strophe/antistrophe in this
sol il oquy—he noves from a consideration of Lady Lucy, to
specific scenes of the gam ng table, which, under Lady
Revel l er’s guidance, is filled with commoners—+ncluding Sir
Janmes’s current mstress, Ms. Sago. “Exact Model” here
refers to Lady Lucy. The speech then turns to the opposing
scenari o—+f the word is spelled “Cits” it would refer
directly to Ms. Sago, who has al ready been praised for her
jolly tenperanent and capability of diversion. This
readi ng al so foreshadows the end of the play—when the
“cits” are all returned to their proper station.

“Wiile | think that Cameron’s work tends towards sweeping
general i zations about the period, as well as an overall

negl ect of how pl ays stage ideology, her MA thesis is one
of the few commentaries that examne Centlivre’s work in
any sort of depth..

°> See Oney p. 190 for the only other treatnent of this

rel ationship, and the effect it had on the stage, that |
have been able to find.
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® This perversion of a seeningly noble character is
prefigured in The Ganester, as M. Lovewell is both
over shadowed and corrupted by Val ere.

" See ny general discussion of the working relationship
between the two nen in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER 5

“SHE HERSELF BE DAMNED FOR VWRITING | T": COMEDI C STAG NG I N
A BOLD STRCKE FOR A W FE
| nove forward now sone years, in order to discuss a

pl ay which encapsul ates Centlivre’s nove out of her

apprenticeship period, while at the sane tinme illustrating
the chall enges to playwights still being faced during what
seens to sone to be a “dry spell” of theater history.

Wil e the plays of the previous two chapters were being
nmount ed, the London theater world continued its internecine
struggle. Wiile hostilities between Drury Lane and
Lincoln’s Inn Fields seened to ease off after the accession
of Queen Anne in 1702, Christopher Rick and Thomas
Betterton were still in no nood to risk their already
tenuous returns by attenpting any ground-breaking
theatricalism There was a flare-up of conpetitive ill-
wll in 1704, as Vanbrugh attenpted to conplete a new
performance space, the Haymar ket —€hri stopher Rich staged a
parody of Betterton's production of Henry IV.' During this
time of managenent and conpany upheaval, it speaks to both

Centlivre's stagecraft and to her careful maintenance of
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good w Il that she was able to stage new plays at both
theaters during this tine.?

During the period 1708-28, “the theatre was in an
unheal thy state, and even after the pernmanent
reestabl i shnment of a second conpany in 1714 the managers
remai ned stodgy, careful, and unventuresone. Staging new
pl ays was al ways an expensive ganble, and in periods of
stasi s and nonconpetition the new plays were few and nostly
unexperinmental” (Hume, Rakish 215). This “dry spell” ends
with The Beggar’s Opera: but previous to this radical
departure in stagecraft, the plays are filled wth stock
characters and predictable plot lines. Centlivre’s A Bold
Stroke for a Wfe (1718) is certainly such a play. But it
is also true that during this period, Centlivre began to
cone into her own, as evidenced by the nunber of popul ar
pl ays she was able to talk the nmanagers into accepting
during this tine. Both contenporary and nodern conmentary
agree that she deftly worked within the genre to create
l'ively, audience-pleasing conedy. Furthernore, 1'I|l show
that this particular play can be produced with a m ni mum of
stage sets, and with costunes the conpany had on hand
al ready—ertainly a selling point for a “stodgy, careful,

and unvent uresone” nanager .
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Contenporary critic Richard Cunberl and voices the
maj ority opinion when he coments:

It nust be allowed that her plays do not abound

with wit, and that the | anguage of themis

sonetinmes poor, enervate, incorrect, and puerile;

but then her plots are busy and wel |l - conduct ed,

and her characters in general natural and well

mar ked. But as plot and character are

undoubt edly the soul of conedy; and | anguage and

wit, at best, but the clothing and external

ornanents, it is certainly |less excusable to shew

a deficiency in the forner than in the latter.

(Preface: n. pg.)
Here we see the philosophical shift in tone fromthe
Restoration conmedy of sharp wit and dueling couples, to
what Robert D. Hunme calls “humane” conmedy. Cunberland’ s
assunption that plot and character outrank | anguage and wt
is a radical change in audi ence expectation pre-1700s, due
in part, arguably, to the Collier controversy. Copel and
observes rightly that

Centlivre's qualities posed a dilenmm for

commentators in the eighteenth and ni neteenth

centuries. The lack of wit and striking | anguage
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in her plays nmeant that they were deficient in

the el enments that were nost highly valued in

comc witing, but the excellence of her plotting

and t he popul ar success of many of her conedi es

demanded recognition. (13)

However true this may be, it is far too easy for nodern
scholars to confuse contenporary critics with a group which
vastly outnunbered them the audience. Comentary on
Centlivre critics of the tine seens to be sonewhat behind
the tines of contenporary taste, at |east when based on the
measure of her success. Bowyer characterizes this tendency
as a mstaken attenpt to “thrust [Centlivre] back into the
Restoration” (179).

Clearly, many of Centlivre s contenporaries did not
hold her at fault for focusing on plot and
characterizati on—at |east not for long.® The title of this
chapter is froma remark which R chard Cunberl and
attributes to Robert WIlks: “that not only her play [Bold
Stroke] would be damed, but she herself be damed for
witing it” (Preface n. pg.) However, WIks went on to
change his tune and acted in many of Centlivre’ s plays
whi ch he condemmed on a hasty first reading.* It is

interesting to note that current critics are often guilty
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of the sanme hastiness in ignoring how she kept abreast of
the taste of the tinmes, and downgrade her upon reading the
script of what anmpunts to superbly well-infornmed
stagecraft.

For instance, Douglas R Butler asserts that the
“standard critical observation is that [Centlivre] wites
highly theatrical plays, full of action, that are quite
i nnocent of thought” (357). M disagreenent with Butler—
and with the other critics he summari zes—+s that he uses
the term“highly theatrical plays” as if it were slightly
di stasteful. So many plays of the period 1708-28, not just
Centlivre's, often do not receive critical attention just
because they cannot easily support what Robert D. Hune
calls “philosophical inquisition,” a reduction of the play
into mere critical elements (Developrment 1).° | don’t wish
to throw out critical argunents entirely; however, they are
[imting. There is sonmething vital mssing in Butler’s
essay—while his argunments are sound, he doesn’t seemto be
tal ki ng about a piece which is neant to be staged. Case in
point: if |I hadn’t read the play nyself, | would have
gotten no clue fromhis essay why the play was billed as a
conedy—a result Hune rightly labels “a critical dead end”

(Raki sh ix).
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This is an unfortunate oversight. W certainly, in
our study of Restoration drama, give lip-service to the
i dea that these pieces were neant to be seen, not read, but
| don’t think we spend enough tinme tal ki ng about what it is
really like to see. Gven that assunption, why not talk

about seeing a play which was, by all accounts, seen often

during the eighteenth century? Statistics show that A Bold
Stroke for a Wfe was the second nost popular play by a
woman dramati st staged during the period 1660-1800 (Stanton
332-34), edging out a wwde field of plays by male
dramatists, as well: what made it so popul ar then?®

A partial answer comes from Centlivre herself. Al nost
as if anticipating this debate, she coments, “l think the
mai n design of Conmedy is to nmake us laugh. |If the Poet can
be so happy as to divert our Spleen, ‘tis but just he
shoul d be comended for it” (qtd. in Farquhar 260). 1In a
departure from her seem ng concessions to Collier which
have di scussed in chapters 2 and 3, this play is
representative of her later work, in which she exhibits a
keen sense of hunor—and of marketability. She knew the
audi ence wanted to | augh, and she knew how to get the job

done.

111



| contend that A Bold Stroke for a Wfe is best
approached through a nodel of contextual studies and
theater history, as well as in terns of performance
analysis. As Judith M| hous and Robert Hume insist, “Plays
cone to life only in performance, and to insist upon
analyzing themin terns of text alone is nethodol ogi cal
cowardi ce” (7).

In this later work Centlivre has clearly abandoned any
pretense of pacifying the Collier canp (who primarily read
the plays in order to critique them rather than attendi ng
the theater), and focuses instead on stagecraft. In terns
of content, the play is, at best, what Hune calls a “soci al
comonpl ace” (Rakish 7). Free of the overt didacticism of
The Ganester and The Basset-Table, the play’s
I i ght heartedness indicates the freedomfromthe strictures
whi ch playwights found thenselves fighting in c. 1698-
1708, when cries for stage reformrang the |loudest. It is
a wonderful stage entertai nment—asking any nore of it, as
critics such as Butler seemto be doing, |leads to fal se
di chotom es and critical dead-ends.

O course, the inherent weakness of this sort of
argunment is that the only way it can really be illustrated

is through a performance of the play. However, on paper
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have no stage, costunes, props, nor cast to direct. So |et
me at | east set the stage for nmy argunent as best | can,
beginning with a brief discussion of background and a
literal “stage setting.”

The play was first produced on February 3, 1718, at
the Lincoln’s Inn Fields theatre under the managenent of
Chri stopher Bull ock and Theophil us Keene. Very little
architectural material on this third reincarnation of the
Lincoln’s Inn Fields building exists—however, we do know
that Christopher Wen's design for the Drury Lane theatre,
built in 1674, was the standard for nost other public
theatres built in the eighteenth century, and that
productions made use of scenery only for “limted and
specific purposes” (Mullin 76, 83).

Thi s design uses the proscenium space for nost of the
action. The scenic stage is where the backdrops, or
shutters, used for various scenes are placed. Centlivre's
play calls for at | east one “discovery scene”, wherein the
scene starts out with one background shutter, which is then
noved aside to display another setting. Arguably, the play
coul d be produced with only four shutters: tw for the
di scovery scene in the park; with a few props, one shutter

doubling as both a tavern and a coffee house; and one

113



shutter doubling as both Prim s and Periw nkle s houses.
However, the tavern scenes seemto take place in a private
room while the coffeehouse scene is in the public room-as
such shutters would be readily available for the Lincoln’s
Inn Fields stage, ny disposition of scene calls for five
shutters. The only other piece of stage nmachinery
necessary is a trapdoor. By this sinplicity of staging, it
is clear that the play relies | ess on stage design and
spectacl e (which characterized earlier plays of the period)
and nore on costum ng and posturing for comc effect.

Li kew se, the plot of the play is sinple. Colonel
Fai nwel | (Christopher Bullock) falls in love with Anne
Lovely (Jane Bullock), who stands to inherit thirty
t housand pounds. In order to win her, Fainwell nust also
wi n over her four guardians: Sir Philip Mdel ove (Knapp or
Knap), an agi ng beau; Periw nkle (Janes Spiller), a
virtuoso, or wannabe scientist; Tradelove (WIIiam Bull ock,
Sr.), a changebroker or nerchant; and Obadi ah Prim (speci al
Centlivre favorite George Pack), a Quaker. These
characters couldn’t be nore stereotypical—-as the Col onel’s
friend Freeman says, “to have avarice, inpertinence,
hypocri sy, and pride at once to deal wth requires nore

cunni ng than generally attends a man of honor” (1.1.129-
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31).7 Fainwell is nore sangui ne about his chances, however:
“There is nothing inpossible to a lover. Wat would not a
man attenpt for a fine woman and thirty thousand pounds”
(1.1.123-24)? And so the plot is set into notion: with the
hel p of Freeman, Sackbut the tavern-keeper, four disguises,
and his owmn quick wt, Fainwell dupes each of the guardi ans
of the girl and of the noney. The cast consists of 11
maj or players and a relatively small group of attendant
characters.

In the preface to the Regents Restoration edition of A
Bold Stroke, Thalia Stathas argues that the play’s success
depends on its structural unity and concentrated action:
“all the play’ s incidents center on the protagoni st
and [his] single concern . . . his intention to win
M stress Lovely” (xxiii). Centlivre creates a protagoni st
who easily captures the audience’s interest. The role of
Fainwell is a tour de force for any actor, as it requires
the comc portrayal of five separate roles, in quick
succession. The role of Fainwell originated with
Chri stopher Bull ock, and established his reputation as a
| eadi ng conedi an. He was consi dered by contenporaries as
“the only possible successor to Colley G bber . . . tall,

agreeable in his person, with a comc kind of voice, which
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vented itself in a shrillness of tone, but never sunk into
meanness” (Hi ghfill 401).

The role of Fainwell calls for neither a fop nor a
rake. He is intelligent and genial, rather than conpletely
avaricious and mani pul ative. “This is so,” asserts Butler,
“because the Col onel’s sole purpose is to marry Anne
Lovely—and not nerely to bed her. Even Anne’s nobney seens
to be of little concern. Her fortune is basically a plot
to keep the lovers from el oping” (366), which of course
woul d elimnate the comc conflict, ending the play rather
abruptly. It would be difficult to synpathize with
Fai nwel | as protagonist if he were only after Anne’s
fortune, or if his intentions towards her were | ess
honorabl e, as often occurred in other earlier plays.
However, it is not that noney is of no concern. Both
parties are pragmatic on this issue: “Love makes but a
slovenly figure in that house where poverty keeps the door”
(1.2.29-31), Anne observes.

A short list of other actors assaying the role of
Fai nwel | woul d seemto support ny interpretation of the
role being played as a synpathetic character, rather than
as a libertine. It includes MIlward, Wodward, and John

Philip Kenble, as well as the nman that bibliographic
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evi dence suggests was nost popul ar, Edward Shuter. Thalia
Stathas indicates that the play’s greatest popularity canme
during the 1757-58 season at Covent Garden, when Shuter
first performed the role of Fainwell.® Shuter’s
advertisement for the play explains his choice of script:

Ms. Centlivre’'s Conedi es have a vein of

pl easantry in themthat wll always be relish’ d.

She knew the Genius of this nation, and she wote

up to the spirit of it; her Bold Stroke for a

Wfe, was a nmasterpiece that much increased her

reputation: it established that of Kit Bullock, a

smart sprightly actor. (Stone, London Stage).
Garrick supposedly called Shuter “the greatest com c genius
he had ever seen” (DNB 174). (oviously, Shuter hoped for
t he same success as Bull ock had enjoyed in the role, and
apparently he got it, thanks in part to his physiognony:

with strong features, a peculiar turn of

count enance and natural passion for hunor, he has

t he happi ness of disposing and altering the

nmuscles of his face into a variety of |aughable

shapes, which, though they may border on grinace,

are, however, on the whole irresistible. (DNB

174)
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This “peculiar turn of countenance” nmust have stood himin
good stead in the role of Fainwell, for there are many
nmonments in the play that call for exaggerated facial
expressi on—agai n, part of that conbination of body |anguage
and costume by which Centlivre nmakes the audi ence | augh. |
amtenpted here to specul ate on nodern casting to give a
sense of how |l'd want the actor to play: JimCarrey is
probably too manic for the role, although a good
possibility if one wanted to send the play straight into
farce. | would opt instead for the Steve Martin of All of
Me: an ability for physical (particularly facial) conedy,
an i npeccabl e sense of comc timng, conbined with the
| ooks and sensitivity to pull off the romantic “I eadi ng
man” aspect of the role.

One of the best nonments in the play occurs in Act Two,
Scene One, when Fainwel | conquers the first guardian,
Model ove, by assum ng the manners of a fop. Thanks in part
to Colley Cibber, the fopis by this tinme already a stock
character, harnl ess and over-exaggerated. Centlivre serves
up not one fop but two: Model ove, the “old beau that has
May in his fancy and dress but Decenber in his face and his
heel s” (1.1.110-11), and Fainwell, who clains, “egad,

met hinks | cut a smart figure and have as nuch of the
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tawdry air as any Italian count or French marquis of ‘em
all” (2.1.1-3).

How does he carry off this “tawdry air”? The Col onel
enters the scene on his way to the Park. He addresses a
brief aside to the audi ence before the scene is drawn to
di scover Sir Philip on a bench wwth a woman. The stage
direction nerely says, “Enter Colonel, finely dressed,
three Footnen after hinm (2.1.1). |If the actor playing
Fai nwell were to enter stage left, fromthe | ower |eft-hand
prosceni um door straight out onto the apron, the effect
could be startling. Renenber that his aimis to out-fop
the fop, by both costune and action. | see two comc
possibilities at the beginning of this scene, which depend
on the actor’s interpretation of the role. First, he could
enter perfectly self-assured, and prance through the
stylized airs of the fop, to the i mmedi ate recognition and
del i ght of the audience. But consider this possibility:
managi ng all the trappings of a fop was not easy. Witching
Fai nwel | practice could be nmuch nore entertaining, and in
the hands of a gifted physical conedian, the nmonent could
be mlked as |ong as the audi ence | aughs. In a discussion
of the Restoration gentleman’s props, J. L. Styan lists the

fol | ow ng:
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In his pocket or sleeve was al ways a handker chi ef

awai ting his proper attention, and indoors or out

he m ght carry a cane, his gloves or his

muff...the ritual of the snuffbox—tapping the

lid, pinching and sniffing, closing the box and

flicking the dust fromwist or cuff or sleeve

wi th the handkerchi ef—aould all be tinmed to

punctuate one’s speech with grace and apl onb.

(59)
By this point in theatre history, these novenents have
become conventional for the fop. Add to all the action the
nmonstrous hat, unw el dy sword, and nmonunental w g which
were standard for the fop character, and you can see that
Fai nwel | just doesn’t have enough hands. Picture his
attendants fluttering around Fai nwell nervously as he drops
first one and then another object; as he bends to pick up
his gl oves, he loses his snuffbox; as a servant | eaps
forward to retrieve it, Fainwell turns around, smacking him
with the blade of the sword; he sneezes froma too-I|arge
pi nch of snuff and sets his hat sailing; and so on.
Just managing the wig itself presented difficulties:

These great perukes were such form dabl e objects

that they acquired a dramatic life of their own,
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and it is not surprising to find in many of the

pl ays that the sheer business of wearing them

conbing and caring for them becane...a delicious

source of conmedy. The actor had to know, at the

very least, to hold his head upright, and if he

must nove it fromside to side to do so gently,

so that his nose and nouth should not be

snot hered and his eyes should see. Should it be

necessary to nake a deep bow, a decorous toss of

the head was needed. (Styan 60)
The cul mnation of this “wwg wt” is of course Colley
C bber’s triunmphant entry onstage with a wig so gigantic
that it is borne behind himin a carriage. While there's
no indication that Fainwell’s wig is on such a grandi ose
scale, there is plenty of precedent to assune that it gives
himplenty of comc difficulties.

Part of what makes this scene so charmng is that once
Fai nwel | neets Model ove, he is able to pull off the
deception. But he is obviously skating on thin ice, and
depends on the established mannerisnms of the fop to get him
t hrough the charade. All the ritual behaviors Styan
di scusses are present in this scene: asking the tine,

of fering and taking snuff, the introductory bow-a possible
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runni ng gag could be that of Fainwell nugging to the
audi ence and trying to regain control of his wig every tine
Sir Philip glances away.

At one point, after our hero has styled hinself as “La
Fainwell” to play up to Sir Philip' s Francophilia, Sir
Philip, in his enthusiasmfor such a homme d’ esprit, rises
to enbrace “La Fainwell.” No director worth his or her
salt could fail to see the necessity of facing Fai nwell
towards the audi ence, grimacing his disgust at Mdel ove’s
manneri snms, while sinultaneously playing along. By the end
of the scene, however, Fainwell is nmuch nore confortable in
his role and attire, thus leading into a classic nonent of
physi cal conmedy. The two nmen prepare to exit the scene,
presumabl y through one of the proscenium doors. As they
approach the door, Sir Philip says, “Ah, pardonnez-noi,
nmonsi eur” (2.2.175): the stage direction indicates that he
attenpts to give way to Fainwell. Fainwell responds,
refusing to go first, “Not one step, upon ny soul, Sir
Philip” (2.2.176).

Next in the script is Sir Philip's exit, but here is
anot her occasi on where the scene could be played out, both
men enpl oyi ng ever-increasingly civil |anguage and ever

nore formal, sweeping bows; to the nodern audi ence, of
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course, this bit of staging is rem niscent of Al phonse and
Gaston. Fainwell ultimately outfops the fop, difficulties
w th costunme notw t hstandi ng: Mdel ove | eaves the stage
with the observation that Fainwell is “the best bred man in
Europe, positively” (2.2.176). The audi ence, however,
knows better—and as Fainwell is left in sole possession of
the stage, we can inmagine that sone rather ill-bred

cel ebrating ensues: dramatic irony of a comc sort.

A different type of conedy is presented in Act Three
Scene One. Here Fainwell nust focus on another type: the
virtuoso Periw nkle, obsessed by curiosities, traveling,
and oddities.® Wiereas with the fop, Fainwell had to focus
primarily on mannerisnms, he nust in this scene tax his
imagination to the utnost in comng up with descriptions of
objects that will both interest Periw nkle and convince him
of Fainwell’'s feigned identity as a world travel er and
collector. They conpare their clothes, which allegedly
bel onged to fanous historical figures, and in a nice
topical reference, Fainwell clains ancestry with John
Tradescant, the traveler and naturalist whose collection
becane the basis of the Ashnol ean Museum *°

The hunor in this scene lies primarily in listening to

Fai nwell think on his feet, and create a hilarious
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cat al ogue of oddities with which to charm Periw nkl e:

Pt ol onny; munm es and Chi nese nutcrackers; conets and
cinders; gigantic Indian | eaves; a nmuff nade of the
feathers fromthe geese who saved the Roman capitol; and
wat er fromthe waves Cl eopatra sailed over on her way to
meet Anthony (3.1.40-3; 71; 75; 83-105; 117-18; 113-14;
136- 38) .

Janmes Spiller was the original Periw nkle, and no
doubt brought to the role his forte’ of playing old nen.
Ri ccoboni saw himin 1715 and gave special nmention of his
talents in that line. | reproduce the quote extensively,
as it speaks to the deliberate | evel of masquerade present
in this play:

He who acted the O d Man executed it to the

ni cest perfection, which one could expect in no

pl ayer who had not forty years’ experience and

exercise . . . | made no manner of doubt of his

being an old conedian . . . But how great was ny
surprise when | | earned that he was a young nan,
about the age of twenty-six! | could not

conceive it possible for a young actor, by the

help of art, to imtate the debility of nature to

such a pitch of exactness . . .l knew for certain

124



that the actor, to fit hinself for the part of

this old man, spent an hour in dressing hinself,

and di sgui sed his face so nicely, and painted so

artificially a part of his eyebrows and eyelids,

that, at the distance of six paces, it was

i npossi ble not to be deceived. (qtd. in H ghfil

221)

Agai n, an exanple of how well Centlivre knew both her
public and her personnel. Her plays during this era show a
careful regard to the specialties of each actor—+n Bold
Stroke, every guardian gets a scene alone with Fainwell in
whi ch they both get to strut their stuff, as well as the

t abl eaus at the beginning and end of the play, in which al
the characters interact.

Also in this scene is an exanpl e of how hassle-free
the play is to stage. Aside fromFainwell’s Egyptian
costune, the use of a sinple trapdoor provides the workings
of the plot against Periw nkle. Fainwell and Sackbut
convince the virtuoso that Fainwell owns a girdle of
invisibility: while Sackbut turns his attention el sewhere,
Fai nwel | hops through the trapdoor (standard to stages
si nce the Renai ssance) to convince Periw nkle that he has

put on the girdle and di sappeared. A m ninmum of speci al
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effect, requiring no el aborate mechani sns behind the scene,
and yet the script mlks it for all it’'s worth. Sackbut
has asides to the audi ence comenting on al nost all of
Fainwell’s lines here, too; refer to nmy previous point
about each actor getting his big nonent.

Centlivre also displays her superb sense of pacing in
this scene. \Wereas Mdel ove is duped fairly easily,
Fainwell is at first disappointed in his hope of duping
Periwi nkle. Unfortunately, a mnor character wal ks in and
addresses Fainwell by his correct nane and title, forcing
himto flee Periwnkle's wath. Not until Act Four, Scene
Three, is Periw nkle’ s consent obtained, by way of a
feigned death and the difficult swapping of a contract with
a lease. Difficult, because unlike the other guardians,
the virtuoso is highly educated. The Periw nkle episode
best highlights Margo Collins’s claimthat “the conflict
bet ween desire and will is played out in a struggle between
orality and literacy” (181).' Masquerade and verbal acuity
must conbine with a signature, in order for Fainwell to
triunph.

And triunph he does, but not before working his way
past two other guardians. In the next nmmjor scene,

Centlivre adds nore topical ideology in another display of
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her intuitive grasp of contenporary feeling: her portrayal
of Tradel ove, the stockjobber, is the nost harsh of all her
characterizations—+the figure of the stockjobber was
abhorred regardl ess of political stance. “Stockjobbers
were al nost universally vilified as ganblers and
swi ndl ers,” says Copel and; “Even Whi g ideol ogues such as
Steel e, who enthusiastically supported trade, condemed
st ockj obbers as parasites” (26). Contrary to Butler’s
argunent that Centlivre’'s plays were overtly political, her
work included politics insofar as it would be accepted by
the majority. Her \Wiggish politics generally remai ned
over shadowed by pl ot and character. *?

Act Four conbines the comc trope of foreign dialect
w th a painstaking accuracy of scene, in order to please.
Centlivre was so accurate in her portrayal of what are
cal |l ed “changebrokers” in the script that P.G M D ckson
anal yzes Scene One, set in Jonathan’s Coffee-house, in
order to illustrate how the early eighteenth-century stock
exchange operated (503-505). Stockjobbers were an early
precursor to a formof our current stockbrokers, except
that they generally functioned as agents between brokers,
and speculated wildly in their own interest (Copeland 26),

hence the universal vilification
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In much the sane way as she presented |ive-action
gam ng roons in The Ganester and The Basset - Tabl e,
Centlivre took her audience into the high-stakes world of
Exchange Alley for a tantalizing glinpse of a mlieu the
maj ority of her audi ence never experienced first-hand.
During Act Four Scene One, accurately-used technical terns
fly thick and fast as shares are bought and sold with
bewi | dering rapidity—+ather |ike the speed with which
Val ere 1 oses his fortune in The Ganmester; in fact, to
strengthen the anal ogy, several of the traders |ay side
bets on the veracity of a piece of news which will affect
the market. Freeman sets Tradelove up for a fall, which
needs only Fainwell’s entrance di sguised as a Dutch
merchant, ripe for the plucking, to conplete the ploy.

Here again the actor portraying Fainwell nust be
skillful, indeed. Fortunately, Tradelove is there to
interpret for the merchant—who goes by the nellifl uous nane
of “Jan van Tintanmtirelireletta Heer van Fai nwel|”
(4.1.102-3). The character’s nanme is not the only phrase
Fai nwel | nust be able to pronounce; the Dutch accent
necessary to this masquerade is conplicated and hysterical:
it nmust be delivered carefully, as it is marginally

deci pherable (but just barely) to the careful |istener.
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WIlliamBullock, Sr., a trenendously well-respected
senior com c actor whose depiction of Sir R chard in The
Basset-Tabl e | have discussed at sone length in the
precedi ng chapter, is a marvel ous choice for this role.

The character is gleefully greedy and sly, and nust evince
no clue that he is the one being duped, rather than pulling
the schene off hinself. Bullock’s notable elasticity of
face woul d have served himwell in this role. Add, too,

t he audience’s delight in seeing all three Bullocks in
starring roles—Centlivre again brings in associations
outsi de of the text for hunorous purposes.

Act Five cleverly conbines costune and stage novenent
as well, as the Quaker Obediah Primand his wfe are duped.
In a previous scene (2.2), poor Anne is set upon by the
Prinms, who heartily disapprove of her inmmodest dress (which
of course woul d be exaggeratedly i modest for the stage).
In this scene, she has finally capitul ated and appears in
Quaker dress, and is none too pleased with it. \While her
guardi ans congratul ate her on comng to her senses, she
storns up and down the stage, unconfortable in her new
attire. A clever actress would be constantly in notion—
somewhat as Fainwell playing the fop—pulling down the

conceal i ng neckline, twtching the sleeves, attenpting to
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rearrange the skirt, while rolling her eyes at the audience
i n acknow edgenent of the sheer absurdity of her dress.
This is the scene where the actress playing Anne gets to
shine, as the plot calls for her and Fainwell to conbi ne
their histrionic talents.

It seenms obvious that indeed, Jane Bul |l ock was
admrably suited for the role of Anne. Her appearance in
t he hated Quaker garb woul d have caused a stir, as her
first title role was The Fair Quaker of Deal (H ghfill
402). She and Chri stopher had only recently married in
1717, so their appearance together onstage would still have
some novelty. Certainly their marriage didn't hurt her
chances at getting | ead rol es—but by all accounts, she had
enough talent to keep getting themeven after the honeynoon
was over, continuing to act long after his death. Highfill
coments that her range was “renmarkable”, and that “she was
apparently capabl e of playing young coquettes, sweet young
| adi es, sophisticated wonmen of fashion, and tragic heroines
of the pathetic variety” (402; 403).

In the guise of a Quaker preacher, Fainwell is
admtted to the Prim s house, where he concocts a tale

particularly suited to circunvent Anne’ s guardi ans, which
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preys on both their Quaker sensibilities and their concern
over their ward’ s imortal soul

About four days ago, | saw a vision—this very

mai den, but in vain attire, standing on a

preci pi ce, and heard a voice, which called ne by

my nanme and bade nme put forth my hand and save

her fromthe pit. | did so, and net hought the

dansel grew to ny side.” (5.1154-58)
As Fai nwel |l knows, when the Spirit noves, it is not to be
argued with—the Prins need very little argunent to | eave
Anne alone wth “Sinon Pure” so she can be tal ked out of
her stubbornness. At this point, she has not recognized
Fainwel|. As (bedi ah | eaves the scene, he says to Sinon,
“I pray thee put it honme to her. Cone, Sarah, |let us |eave
the good man with her” (5.179-180). There aren’t many
outright bawdy nonents in the play itself, but inmagine
Fai nwel |l turning to the audience and raising his eyebrow in
recognition of the double entendre of Prims line, or even
nmore obviously, seating hinmself on the edge of the stage
box and doing the sane thing to the patrons there.

In the first fewlines of the scene, Fainwell
continues the masquerade, with the audience in on the joke.

Anne tells himto be gone—+magi ne his voice choking with
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| aughter as he says, “I am of another opinion, the spirit
telleth nme that | shall convert thee, Anne” (5.188-89).

She replies vehenently, “’Tis a lying spirit; don’t believe
it” (5.190). Here the Colonel could shrug in el aborate
nmock surprise, again mugging to the audi ence, as he
responds, “Say’ st thou so? Wy, then, thou shalt convert
me, ny angel” (5.191), as he enbraces her.

Finally, she recognizes him He explains his
deception to her, but as they begin to express their joy at
seei ng each other again, the |ower prosceniumdoor is
opened by Prim Use of the | ower door puts Primcloser to
t he audi ence, thus allowing themto wtness his expressions
of joy at Anne’s “conversion.” Also, the open door would
realistically block his view of the couple, setting up a
typi cal Restoration conmedy devi ce—+he eavesdroppi ng scene.
But Centlivre adds a twist, to allow the Quaker nasquerade
to continue. Fainwell catches sight of the slightly opened
door, hence conbining the standard di scovery scene to the
eavesdroppi ng scene. If he were to turn Anne to face the
audi ence, their facial expressions won't be seen by Prim
but the audience would get the full benefit of their
cunni ng and anusenent at duping the sol emm Quaker. Softly,

Fai nwel | says:
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No nore, ny |love, we are observed; seemto be
edified, and give ‘em hopes that thou wilt turn
Quaker, and leave the rest to me. €Al oud) | am

glad to find that thou art touched with what |

said unto thee, Anne; at another tinme |I wll

explain the other article to thee. 1In the

meanwhi | e be thou dutiful to our Friend Prim

(5.222-27)

Anne’ s response, “l shall obey thee in everything” (5.228),
has delightful |ayers of double nmeaning for both Fai nwell
and t he audi ence.

The action escal ates when the real Sinon Pure
(Benjamn Giffin, a conpetent |owconmc actor) shows up
A frenetic scene follows—ainwell is once again in serious
danger of discovery, but nmanages to bluff his way out of
the problemtenporarily. Sinon Pure |eaves, in order to
bring back witnesses to prove his identity, and Fai nwell
and Anne know t hey nust nove quickly to get the |ast
guardi an’s consent. Obviously, the Spirit nust nove agai n—
and of course, it does. Qur hero and heroine are both
moved to testify, in highly-exaggerated Quaker fashion.
Fainwel|’s lines are easily delivered in the cadence of a

stereotypi cal evangeli st:
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My spirit is greatly troubled, and sonet hi ng
tells nme that though I have wought a good work
in converting this maiden, this tender naiden,
yet ny labor will be in vain; for the evil spirit
fighteth against her; and | see, yea, | see with
the eyes of ny inward man that Satan w ||

rebuffet her again whenever | w thdraw nyself
fromher; and she will, yea, this very dansel

will return again to that abom nation from whence
| have retrieved her, as if it were, yea, as if

it were out of the jaws of the fiend .

(5.320-28)
Anne is allowed to testify as well: “This good man hath
spoken confort unto ne, yea, confort, | say; because the

wor ds which he hath breathed into ny outward ears are gone
through and fixed in ny heart, yea, verily in mne heart, |
say . . .” (5.336-40). The Colonel’s admring aside is
“She acts it to the life” (5.342).

They inspire the Quakers so nuch, that Primand his
wife are noved by the Spirit as well, and give their
consent after a general |ovefest, in a scene conclusion
that could be directed as if it were a revival choir.

Again, if the principal actors are good conedi ans, they can
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ad lib long after the script provides direction (and stage
directions are conspicuously absent in this scene); as |ong
as the audi ence | aughs.

The ei ghteenth-century audi ence surely | aughed at
t hese standard stage devi ces—as Stanton has shown, they
cane back to see the play again and again (332-34);
Centlivre's conmedy was one of the nost often revived,
request ed and comanded pieces in the eighteenth century
repertory—and yet, beginning with the nineteenth century,
her work has been either ignored or trivialized.

|’d argue that this trivialization arises from
unrealistic expectations of plays of the period, or
assunptions that reflect overly critical matters, rather
t han stagecraft. The fact is, A Bold Stroke for a Wfe is
a funny and captivating play. It fulfills all comc
expectation in fresh and unusual ways, and renmains
em nently stageable even now. As soon as Fainwell starts
hi s masquerade and nakes his entrance as a fop, it’'s easy
to read with a director’s eye and | augh out |loud. And the
action sustains that |evel of conedy, despite the fact that
the plot is—as many critics have reiterated—extrenely

predi ct abl e.
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This consistent hunmor is why |I’ve chosen to approach
the play as | have—by the use of a perfornmance anal ysis
whi ch creates what we could call a “performance text”:
essentially an attenpt to record or recreate that vital
nmonment when the text conmes alive on stage; and the
audience—w th its nmultiplicity of individual responses—s
persuaded to cone along as well.

The true neasure of Centlivre's success is her acuity
in gauging that nultiplicity of response. No matter what
critics have to say about stereotypical plots and
characters in this so-called “dry spell,” the fact of the
matter is that audiences did not stop going to the theatre.
Many plays of the period did cross the |ine and were too
predi ctable. But those plays never entered any conpany’s
repertoire, nor did they nmake any profit for the conpany
and the author, nor did they get revived. But the case is
quite different for Centlivre as she cones into her own as
a playwight: despite what Pope clainmed in the Dunciad,

hers was no “slip-shod Mise”.

! See ney pp. 165-169; Hune Devel opnent pp. 460-475.

2 | ndeed, she may have been cannily wei ghi ng her overal
career in the bal ance when she did not protest C bber’s
pl agi ari smof Love at a Venture in 1706 (see Lock p. 55;
Oney pp.280-82). It is certainly true that his treatnment
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of her after 1706, both in staging her work and in witing
about her, borders on the preferential.

® A notable exception is, of course, Elizabeth Inchbald s
full -scale condemmation of this play in The British
Theatre, vol. 11, in which she charges that “the authoress
of this conedy should have | aid down her pen, and taken, in
exchange, the neanest inplenent of |abour, rather than have
imtated the |licentious exanple given her by the renowned
poets of those days” (4). Wile | don’'t buy Inchbald s
assertion that this play is either indicative of all plays
of the period, nor the |level of |ewlness she assigns to it,
| would point out that critics such as Copel and who cl aim
that “the | anguage and situations of the play are w thout
sexual suggestiveness"” (16) are quite wong. Wtness Act
Two Scene Two, in which Anne, fashionably dressed (see note
14), spars with Ms. Primabout norality, prudity and
hypocrisy, with both Prinms over the effect on nmen of her

al nost - bare breasts, and blackmails Priminto |eaving her

al one by threatening to tell his wife that she has observed
himfondling the servant girl. Not to nmention the

concl udi ng coupl et of the epilogue: “But yet | hope, for

all that | have said, / To find ny spouse a man of war in
bed.”

* The history of this anecdote is a little cluttered.
Cunmberl and says in his preface to The Busy Body that WI ks
was speaking of Bold Stroke in this condemation. However,
Wl ks didn’'t act in Bold Stroke, and other sources are
unaninous in retelling the tale of WIks tossing his script
of Busy Body at Centlivre's face during rehearsal: “in
great dudgeon [he] flung his part into the pit for damed
stuff, before the lady’'s face that wote it” (Fidelis
Morgan, intro. The Fenmale Tatler 94). No matter which play
occasioned Wl ks's outburst, both went on to attain great
popul arity and financial success.

> Arelated subject is the difficulty of categorizing plays
of this period. Hune’'s critique of N coll’s term nol ogy
(see Rakish 233-39) eases sonewhat the difficulty of the
debate, while at the sane tinme highlighting how i nmensely
frustrated scholars are in |ooking at theater during these
years.

® Stanton’s nmeasure of popularity is based on the nunber of
years the play was produced. Bold Stroke reaches 75;
Centlivre commands the top three positions in this chart,

wi th The Busy Body (87 years) and The Wonder! A Wnman Keeps
a Secret (53) in nos. 1 and 3 respectively. G 1ldon judges
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success based on the length of a play’s opening run (p. 2).
John Downes is responsible for the concept of the “living
pl ay”; a successful piece was included in a conpany’s
repertory (MIhous and Hune, introd. xi). Oney follows
Hunme’ s lead in nentioning author benefits and revivals as a
means of judging a play’ s popularity (pp. 20-1), and nost
hel pfully refines the stipulative definition of stage
success by listing six criteria which enconpass not only
stagecraft but ease in negotiating this tense period of
time (26).
"In this chapter, all citations fromthe play are taken
fromthe Copeland edition, which in 1995 replaced Thalia
Stathas’s edition as the definitive text.
8 See Margo Collins’s article “Centlivre v. Hardwi cke:
Susannah [sic] Centlivre's Plays and the Marri age Act of
1753” for a hel pful discussion of why the play seened to
becone nore popular later on in its |long stage history.
® This character is somewhat |ike the female scholar Valeria
in The Basset-Table, single-mndedly focusing on scientific
pursuits which border on the absurd.
1t is worth mentioning, by way of an actual nane that
seens fake, that Centlivre follows wth great success the
standard practice of bestowing traits on her characters by
virtue of nomencl ature.
1 Collins’s interpretation, focusing as it does on physical
obj ects on-stage, is a happy exanple of theory wedded to
stagecraft.
12 For instance, Copel and notes that her choice of a soldier
for a hero can be traced to Wig support of a standing arny
(23); this seens nore plausible and overt than her
attribution of Fainwell’ s last lines “"Tis |iberty of
choice that sweetens life” (5.1.547) to an inherent Wig
principl e.
13 Not only was this triunvirate of Bullocks a novelty, but
add to that the sensation caused by the fact that Jane was
t he natural daughter of Robert WI ks and Jane Rogers—this
cast is steeped in theatre associations on several |evels.
14 Copel and points out that costume in this play vividly
illustrates the tyranny of the guardi ans, and that Anne is
“fashionably dressed in a | owcut gown with a wi de hooped
skirt, wearing beauty patches and curled hair . . . At the
time Centlivre wote her play Quaker costume was not yet
codified; dress for both nen and wonen resenbled a sinple
version of styles current in the |ate seventeenth century .
.Wonen were particularly careful to cover their bosons
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and hair for the sake of nobdesty” (22). She describes the
frontispiece of the second edition of the play, an
illustration of Anne wearing a plain dress w thout a hoop,
a handkerchi ef over her neck and bosom an apron, and a
hood (23).
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APPENDI X A
LI NE DI SPOSI TI ON OF LOVE' S CONTRI VANCE, OR

LE MEDECI N MALGRE LU
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ACT ONE, SCENE ONE—4 |i nes

Li nes 1-39
Li nes 40-74

Sganarel |l e,
Centlivre

or the Imagi nary Cuckold (1.9-11)

ACT ONE, SCENE ONE—90 |i nes

Li nes 1-187
Li nes 188-90

The Forced Marriage (1.1)
Centlivre

ACT ONE, SCENE THREE—75 I|ines

Li nes 1-115
Li nes 116-176

The Forced Physician (Conbines 1.1 and 1.2)
Centlivre

ACT TWDO, SCENE ONE—-310 | i nes

Li nes 1-310

Centlivre

ACT THREE, SCENE ONE—289 I|i nes

Li nes 1-289

Centlivre

ACT THREE, SCENE TWO-49 | i nes

Li nes 1-3
Li nes 4-49

ACT FOUR, SCENE
Li nes 1-132

ACT FOUR, SCENE
Li nes 1-142
Li nes 142-256

ACT FOUR, SCENE
Li nes 1-54

ACT FI VE, SCENE
Li nes 1-39

ACT FI VE, SCENE
Li nes 1-210
Li nes 211-246

ACT FI VE, SCENE
Li nes 1-45

ACT FI VE, SCENE
Li nes 1-95
Li nes 96- 205

The Forced Physician (1.3)
The Forced Physician (1.4)

ONE—32 li nes
The Forced Physician (1.5)

TWO-256 | ines
Centlivre
The Forced Marriage (Scene 2)

THREE-54 | i nes

Centlivre
ONE—39 | i nes
Centlivre

TWO-246 | ines
The Forced Marriage (Scene 4)
Centlivre

THREE—45 |1 nes
Centlivre

FOUR—205 |i nes

The Forced Marriage (Scene 5)
Centlivre
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APPENDI X B
ATTRI BUTI ON AND AUTHORSHI P PERCENTAGE OF LOVE' S

CONTRI VANCE, OR LE MEDECI N MALGRE LU
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Aut hor/ Pl ay Nunber of Lines Per cent age

Centlivre 1122 |i nes 549
The Forced 607 29%
Marri age

The Forced 296 14%
Physi ci an

Sganarelle, or The 39 1%

| magi nary Cuckol d

Total Lines: 2064

Not e:

Per cent ages are approxi mate.

Li nes which contained only stage directions were not
tallied.
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