Performance of The Vow Breaker
The title page of the play proclaims that it was performed ‘at divers times  . . .  with great applause’ but although I have made general searches in an endeavour to trace  where these performances may have taken place, I have been unable to find any evidence. I have also been unsuccessful in my efforts to trace a performance of The Vow Breaker to the specific companies that produced Sampson and Markham’s Herod and Antipater, ‘acted at the Red Bull, by the Company of his Maiesties Revels’, and Sampson’s The Widow’s Prize, licensed ‘For the Prince’s Company’. Gerald Bentley suggests that as the title-page states that there is no mention of a specific London ‘troupe’, this may be indicative of a provincial performance.
 Bentley is also of the opinion that the final scene in the play may not have widespread interest: ‘such irrelevancies . . . surely would have little [appeal] in London’. 

In his Annals of English Drama 957-1700, Alfred Harbage suggests that a performance date for The Vow Breaker may be from 1625 to 1636, but there is no supporting evidence for the earlier date.

In the early seventeenth century there were few purpose-built indoor theatres constructed away from the capital: the first was in Prescot, Lancashire; there was one in York and, exceptionally, two in Bristol.
 Those players who performed in London theatres continued to tour very extensively, especially during the summer when playhouses were sometimes closed due to the threat of plague. Travelling players visited aristocratic households and private residences, such as the High Great Chamber of Hardwick Hall, where they often played before the household and invited guests. It is known that William Cavendish entertained in ‘extraordinary magnificence and pomp’ at Welbeck and Bolsover, even employing Ben Jonson to write two masques, Love’s Welcome at Welbeck and Love’s Welcome at Bolsover, which were staged at vast expense as part of the princely entertainment for King Charles and his Court during the royal progress through the north Midlands.
 Other noble households also provided lavish entertainments from time to time but research has revealed no hint of performances that may indicate that The Vow Breaker had been included in the programmes.  
Players also performed wherever an appropriate venue could be found: in guildhalls and town halls, church halls and churches, from the back of carts as well as, according to James Fitzmaurice, gardens, alehouses and convents.
 Barbara Palmer has researched extensively into travelling performers in Derbyshire and West Riding during the ‘early modern’ period and, from all the data available, she questions ‘the repeated assertion that players regularly stage plays at inns’, pointing out that there is ‘not a single extant record of professional players performing at inns in Derbyshire or the West Riding’.
 Writing in 2005, she questions why Gerald Bentley believes that ‘the preferred auditorium seems to have been an inn’ and why Andrew Gurr ‘baldly’ declares that ‘inns replaced guildhalls as the standard venue for plays under the Stuarts’. Palmer states:
with twenty-four REED volumes of records for ten cities and twelve counties available in print, it is time to abandon the sacred myth of inns as the staging venue of choice for professional players.

From the evidence obtained, Palmer believes that players were professional entertainers, accustomed to travelling widely, often to the great houses (‘central to touring circuits’) where they were expected and where (unlike inns) their accommodation and stabling would be free and, in addition, they would receive a monetary reward ‘which is pure profit’.
 Palmer’s assertions are relevant when considering the possible venues for performances of The Vow Breaker as it could be expected that there would have been records of the players’ attendance in the accounts of the great houses.

Mark Brayshay, also writing in 2005, is of the opinion that a ‘surprisingly large corps of entertainers’ could travel widely to deliver their plays, as lengthy road journeys were unexceptional.
 Although there is no evidence available it is possible that, as Sampson’s play had much local interest, it may well have been performed in Nottingham: Brayshay points out that Nottingham and Coventry were both notable as being ‘places where visiting performers could expect the friendliest reception, . . . [and] stand out by far [as] the most popular venues for travelling companies of performers’.
 

Palmer collected much of her data from careful examination of the Cavendish and Clifford household accounts, and her ‘inescapable conclusion’ was that travelling players were welcomed and that they were often booked to play, rather than arriving unannounced.
 I have not been able to find any reference to Sampson from examining the evidence produced by Palmer, particularly with regard to the Cavendish family who owned several houses in the Nottinghamshire area and were well known for the entertainments they presented. The Vow Breaker may well have been performed in one or more of the great houses where, according to Palmer’s research of the pantry accounts, an audience of over a hundred would not be unusual.
 To emphasise the importance and popularity of performances outside London, Palmer writes:
In that entertainment economy [marked by mobility and reciprocity], London’s role is central but not exclusive. Provincial touring clearly contributed to professional practices and to the maintenance of competitive professional standards. Great houses formed part of lucrative playing routes, which were travelled regularly on what look to have been predictable calendars.

It is known that Sir Henry Willoughby employed Sampson and that Sampson dedicated his play to Willoughby’s daughter. I have been unable to ascertain, however, whether he was favoured by Willoughby’s generosity as were, for example, Michael Drayton, Michael East and Phineas Fletcher but, if this were the case, he may have presented The Vow Breaker at the Willoughby family home at Risley.
 Unfortunately there are no extant household accounts to be searched. Brayshay refers to the importance of patronage and protection for player companies, believing that ‘though technically regarded as part of their patron’s household and entitled to wear their master’s livery, players expected and received no stipend’.
 It may well be, therefore, that Sampson did enjoy Willoughby’s patronage and was, at some time, actually employed by him as author, playwright. Henry Willoughby would also have benefited from such a relationship as patrons of players were, according to Brayshay, ‘unquestionably motivated’ by their interest in artistic culture, but were also fully aware of and exploited the political advantages of being associated with popular entertainment.
  

Festivals and midsummer celebrations also offered opportunities for entertainment but, although I have searched thoroughly in the Local Studies Libraries of Nottingham and Derby, I have been unable to find the names of any theatrical companies that visited the counties during the first half of the seventeenth century, and no reference to Sampson or the professional companies linked with his name. Examination of household accounts of the aristocratic families living in the region has also proved unsuccessful. 

There is evidence that Sampson’s play may have been performed, or referred to, during the eighteenth century and, maybe, even later. In a well-researched article in Theatre Notebook, Philip Ayres refers to performances of plays in 1699 and 1728 at Bartholomew Fair, 1715 (Southwark Fair), and 1733 (Tottenham Court Fair), with titles that bear reference to Bateman.
 Ayres makes note that several cast members from these plays are also listed in Sampson’s The Vow Breaker, not only principal characters such as Bateman, Anne and ‘German’, but lesser names like Gossips Prattle and Longtongue, and Queen Elizabeth. Ayres suggests that as the entertainments at the Fairs lasted for no more than an hour, the plays presented were probably a ‘modified version’ of Sampson’s. 

Ayres also mentions a copy of The Vow Breaker, held in the T.C. Bald Collection at Melbourne University, and not only details with precision his own comprehensive observations but also cites W.S. Clark and G. Blakemore Evans. I should like to make some additional comments to supplement those of Ayres.
  

From the handwritten revisions on the Melbourne text it could be presumed that it was used as a prompt copy, and the comments appear to suggest handwriting of the early eighteenth century.
 Some stage directions have been written in and several lines of the text have been firmly crossed out. I would suggest that one line may have been deleted to avoid embarrassment to an actor of mature years playing ‘Bateman’, and this could suggest that there was at least an intention to perform the play:
[G1]
Anne [looking at Bateman’s picture]


Another Ganimede!


This eye, and yon’d are one?  This front, that lip


This cheek; a little ruddier ſhowes then that,


The very aſhie paleness of his face,


[The moſſie downe still growing on his chin,    =DELETED in Melbourne copy]

And ſo his Alabaſter finger pointing

To the bracelet, whereon the peece of gold


We broke betweene us hangs.

Ayres refers to some amendments in the text where the alterations may be

‘for the sake of something other than economy’. The point of these would certainly seem to be to avoid offence. Ayres specifically refers to a half-line cut in sig. D4v:

Bo.
Come, come, I have daunc’d till every joynt about me growes ſtiffe [but that which ſhould be! =DELETED]  to bed wench, the groome he’s out-gone thee, he’s warming the ſheetes the firſt night I faith.

In addition, Ayres refers to sig. G1v:
Ba.
 Diſtemper not your ſelfe at fancies;


Your time haſtens to maturity,


Y’are very big, and may endanger your fruit;  [‘Life’ substituted for ‘fruit’]


If you give way to paſſions.

To these two examples may be added the references to Castor, Bollux and Pollux on sig.

G4r and G4v:
Pra.
I ſurely Goſſip, and ſtop their wrinckles with too, and ſaith Artimedorus, in his third booke of his Modernes, if borne under Castor, and Pollux, ſtore of children.

Mag.
[Caster, and Bollux?




=DELETED]

Pra.
[You ſpeake broad Goſſip, ’tis Pollux.

=DELETED]

Mag. 
[VVhy Bollux be it then =DELETED]; ſurely Barren was not borne under Bollux, [B scratched out to read P]  for she has bene married this ſeven yeares, and never had childe,

Bar.
By your favour Goſſip Mag-py, you were borne under Caster, and Bollux [B scratched out to read P] then, for you had two children before you weare married.

A further passage (sig. H2r) is of interest because, as it is ‘boxed’, it may suggest 

that this was also to have been omitted in a performance, as being thought too sexually suggestive:
Pra.
By this dyet-bread Artimedorus ſaith fo;  

marke Miſtris Urſula, to dreame to have Lyce, 

eyther in head or body in ſome quantity ſignifies 

a proper man well appointed; 



[‘BOXED’]


and by this drinke I dream’d my husband when he came firſt a woing; . . .
Ayes refers to many of the lines that are cut and often there may well be a reason for this, as has already been suggested, but a twenty-line ‘boxed’ cut at the end of the second Act [E3v] would appear to be unexpected. Anne mockingly responds to Old Bateman after she hears about his son’s suicide and then, in the apparently deleted passage, she sweeps aside Ursula’s own distress and fear of Bateman’s ghost, coldly assuring her that she will sleep soundly ‘and let consequents prove the reſt’. This boast of indifference proves to be only temporary. These few lines would appear to be very important if the play were to be performed because, immediately after this passage, the audience would see and be able to contrast Anne’s terrified reaction when the ghost actually confronts her. This same deleted passage would also inform the audience that Anne’s new husband is leaving for a year, this being the only reference in the play to his departure.

As further support that the play was performed, R. A. Foakes refers to a woodcut that illustrates four incidents in the play and shows a picture of Anne in a substantial tester-bed, suggesting that this ‘may have some relevance to the staging of the play’.
 Frederick Keifer suggests that although the bed looks large and cumbersome in the picture, it would have been ‘entirely possible’ for carpenters to  assemble a manageable version, and perhaps even carry or pull it out on to the stage.

Philip Ayres states that ‘the main plot of The Vow Breaker . . .  is known [sic] to be dependent on an extant ballad’, but he does not reference this claim and, in fact, there is no evidence that this is the case. The only ‘evidence’ that may have suggested this to Ayres is that in the Prologue to his play Sampson himself says that before he receives any criticism, he should point out that ‘ere [the critics] were born / The story that we glance at then was worn / And held authentic’ [Prologue13-14]. Sampson never makes specific mention of an earlier ballad – or, indeed, the earlier legend of ‘the maid of Clifton’. The ballad registered in 1603 with a similar theme could suggest that this certainly may have been a source for his play, but not necessarily the only source and, in fact, Sampson refers to Bateman going away to the war – an event mentioned in the traditional tale but not referred to in the ballad.
Companies of players toured extensively during the early seventeenth century, and it could be presumed, therefore, that there were many opportunities for performances of The Vow Breaker to take place, but I have been unable to find any evidence to support this theory. From the dedications to the poems in Sampson’s Virtus Post Funera Vivit, it would appear that he was acquainted with many of the important families in the counties of Nottingham and Derby, but I have not found any records to indicate that The Vow Breaker was performed in any of their houses.
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