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Abstract of Thesis for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

1997 

Universify of Toronto 

The Critical Heritage of the York Cycle 

by Kimberley M. Yates 

This thesis is a chrwological m e y  of the history of scholarship on the Yo& 

cycle of mystery plays (British Ltbrary MS Additional 35290). Beginning with the late 

nineteenth centmy context into which the edido princeps by Lucy Totllmin Smith 

emerged. this thesis explores the criticai ammts which have shaped the development of 

the study of medieval drama as an academic discipline. The York cycle was selected as 

the vehicle for this study because its @ormanu and questiom reIadng to its staging 

have profoundly affixted the field as a whole. 

Afw the late sixteenth-century suppression of the Biblical play cycles m England, 

they remained obscure. well beyond the boundaries of "literaturew. until they began to 

spark the interest of antiqwians who studied them to discover archaic word-forms and 

behaviom- The paradigm of evolutionary development permitted their acceptance as 

litemme under the category of "pre-Shakcspeanaa drama": in the eady twentieth centnry, 

studies focused on their origins and relations to other sorrriving examples of early drama 

The increasing precision of these studies. and the popalar performances of an abridged 

version for the York Festival from 1951 onward. led to a radical re-evaluation of the 

cycle's literary qualities which discarded the evolutionary h e w o r k .  Siece the Iate 

195@ thee intercomected branches of scholarship have developed: theoretical and 

interdisciphary approaches, paforma~~ce scholarship, and records research These tinal 

three chapters examine each of these m ,greater detail. The! @on of whether the York 

cycle is "literaturen remains c ~ ~ r r e n ~  I argue that it is although surprisingly few studies 

have effectiveIy addressed the point 
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Introduction 

Thk thesis is an examination of the history of scholarship on the Yo* cycle. It was 

inspired by a number of factors: my initial perception about the field was that it was open, 

barely touched - unlike studies on ShaLcspean or Chaucer, for example. Qoser examination 

revealed a great deal of scholarship, most of which could not be taken seriously. 'What we 

known was often dum&rhd in negative terms: We now how,  for example, that the cycle 

of plays at Yo& (probably) did not evolve from iiMpical plays, that its form of staging and 

organization were unique and not charactaistic of medieval English hitre, that its end was 

not caused by the advent of classically-iPspind forms of Renaissance drama, that it was not 

conmIIed by the Umch but by the civic authorities, that it is neither boring nor intolerable 

in performance; tbat its text is not artistidy amateurish or intaesting d y  as a 

prrdeccssor of ShaLcspcarr or as the product of unified authorial intent This bulk of 

discardtd scholarship, and this great pile of "wts" have dkcted this study to the process by 

mans of which the basic information and approaches in a field of literature have changed 

so drastically. This thesis is an exploration of process* of the f ~ o r s  which have caused a 

generation of scholars to redefine their field 

I chose to write about the Yo& cyde for a number of reasons: Yo* has fnquently 

been used as an exemplar of what was typical' about medieval En@& drama; movements 

in York scholarship have often pmeded or sptmcd those in the field of medieval drama 

scholarshipatlarge;YorL~tbcfirstcycletokpdOcmedandthtfirstoftbeRawrdsof 

Early English hamavolumes to appar; the surviving evidma h m  York is more complete 

than for any other instance in tht COQUS of medieval English drama. I have examined as 

much of the mated written about the Yo& phys as possible for the paid 18851985, 

essentially the period framed by Lpcy Torrlmia Smith's edition of the cycle in 1885 and 

Richard Beadle's in 1982 This period was chosn for padid c e a ~ ~ n s  of containment, and 

alsok*msmymtere~tis~inthesedesof~wbichhavepecededwhatknow 

considered to be "modem schoiaahip". By 1984, Records of Early EngIish Drama had 

pIlbtis)wftht~co&forYo~Richerd&adlehadmdacd~tegandthtttn~also 



available in facsimile, resea~~h performances had demonmated the dynamics of wagon 

staging, and the evolutionary undespinnings of the early scholarship were fairy thoroughly 

debunked. This study is thcnfore an exploration of the responses generated by Lucy 

Toulmin Smith's edition. It is the story of the beginnings and development of an academic 

discipiine- 

The word "story" is p b I d c C  A great deaI of discarded scholanhip was based on 

the tcleologid conception that the medieval plays in general, and the Yo* plays in 

particular wen worth studying because they were a piece of the story of the development of 

English litemtm. This prognssivist organicism led to a lot of mistales, one of which was 

the tendency to study the plays ody for their relationshipa fornard and backward on an 

imposed, artificially devised evolutionary scale; a second was the tendency to genaalip, 

with its attendant dangers of mixed-up chronology and geography. However, a a e y  of 

changes over a period of time tends to be organized in the form of a story. I have tried to 

assemble the mataials of my rrscarch n d y  to prevent the "story" h m  causing me to 

misjudge the importance or value of these materials at the tim when they were published, 

The story is still there: in the beginning there w a e  a few antiquarians with very specific 

personal reasons for their interest in the plays; at the end that were large numbers of 

professional academics with vastly improved rrso~ras for mearch who were still interested 

in them for a variety of Merent reasons. The story is in the development of how and why. 

Thisistheberitagewhichhasshapcdthe£id& 

Initially, the ideas of Jams d to provide a key to anderstanding this process. 

Jauss'~theorywasaboutIimahae;thisthsistcstedwhetbaitwodrcdonthecdtidIevelirs 

weL Jams said that each literary w a k  came in response to what peaded it, answering the 

questions it had raised and dm opening tht h h n  of m o m  of the reader a liale bit 

fitrher and raising fDahcr qyestions of its own which wodd thm have to be addresd by 

the next w o k  It seemed an ideal modtl of Prognssion. A chronological uramination of 

each piece of scholarship in the fidd should meal how it nspondcd to what had preceded 

it and what new questions it raised for the next piece. A story wodd emerge. 

The stmy which emerged is about academic Darwinisn. Ia the late nineteenth 



century a biological metaphor developed which w e d  a ntunber of contemporary idas, not 

aIl of which were Darwin's. Literary studies, particularly of medieval drama, were 

profoundly infIuenced by this metaphor. one might almost say caused by it. The medieval 

plays wen interesting to the fint generation of Iitemy scholars who studied them because 

they appeared to demonstrate its validity. IdeologicaiIyv the Corpus Christi plays were 

initially inttnsting for philoiogical reasons; the phiIoiogicaI movement had developed out 

of German biblical scholarship and out of the search for the Iinguistic roots ofa pure "Aryan" 

language, EnglishscholarshipoftenimitatedtbeGamansiathisnspcct.byseeltingsigns 

of English natiod characteristics in the plays. Meanwhile D a r w i n h  grew into social 
* . I&kmmm (a catch-all term with associations of colonialism and eugenics) and was 

eventuaIly linked with the honors of Nazi Germany. Studies of the York cyde became more 

detailed and less gencralipd and the evolutionary metaphor became more cumbersome and 

less appiicable. It came under attack just after World War II and was discarded soon 

kreakr,  because it no longer fit the known f m ,  and because its progressivist and 

nationalist undertones had become politically incorrect. Its pvious role, in this case the 

justification for study of the medieval plays, was filled by a number of new reasons. The 

conteat of this thesis is thus the story of the rise and fall of evolutionazy thought in studies 

of the York cycle. 

Its f m  is a side e&ct of the tact that it is a product of the University of Toronto, a 

centre of performance and records study of the medieval Qama Like a volume of the 

Records of Eady English Dram pmject, the thesis was inicially m g e d  chron01ogically~ 

with a minimum of commentary. However, because it tdls a story which is an imposed 

arrangement, it was mcessary to impose some order and to organize the fhd two chapters 

controversy ova processional staging and its results. 

This study does not danomtratt a pndictable order to litaaty studies of the York 

cycle; people wrote about the Yo& plays for differeat reasons and audiences, and their 

respollses did not always come in ncatIy Hognssive ofder. Shifts in approach were not 

always simpIy tht p h c t  of a w i M  hodmn of arpectations left by the last publication; 



people cam at the plays in new ways because of the intangicble but momentous changes in 

zeitgeist which have &m%xi& the twentieth century. The field of Yo& cycle studies is 

not a closed systtm; it shows the marks of Darwin and Freud and Mant and Bncht and 

Auerbach and the wars and Hitler. There was also the factor of academic fashion; the 

approaches taken to the York plays seemed to vary as much in response to cbanging 

methodologies in the field of English literature at large as to each other. F a y ,  the dates 

of published studies are not always an accurilte indicator of their time of composition, and 

the studies themseives do not provide a complete pic= of the field: especially since the 

mid-sixties, ideas and controversies have been dirussed at conferences and pedormances; 

however, this study is necessarily bound to the printed evidence. 

Thae were two '11ter~kd) strands of study of medieval drama, sociaI and textual, 

and both originated in the use of the plays as evidence which supported the religious and 

political ideals of the late nktemth century, coqicuousiy underwritten by the Darwinian 

theory of evolution. The evohtiomy metaphor for the progrrssion of the English theatre 

towards ShaLespe;ae in turn mirrored political arguments for the dewelopment of the British 

Empire. 

Because the precepts of evolution played such a profound role in the beginnings of 

eady drama scholarship, some discllssion of Danuin is in order. Darwin's of S w  

(1859) introduced the biological theory of natural selecti011: 

Assuming random variation among the individuals making up a population, 
Darwin argued that some cbrrractcristics win, by chance, be ktta adapted to 
changes m thc enrkammt than others. Given the 'struggle for existence' 
*losedbytheteadmcyfmo~uiation,thebcacradaptedh?dividualswin 
survive and breed, paning their advantages on to t h e  descendants, who will 
make up an ever- proportion of the succeeding generations. Ova a 
long priod of time this Paaaal sdcction of mdom variation wilI produce a 
significant change m a popuiation, enough to tum it into a new species,' 

Darwin did not argue this point sadany or progrrsively, but his ideas provided a model of 

a medumhm by which species cam into -, and if species, then why not races, 



languages, literary forms? Recent scholarshi$ has demonstrated that Darwin's ideas were 

pan of a compIex of ideas alnady present in the early nineteenth century, and that they were 

not initially in conflict with the religious establishment because they were understood 

progressively: 

,. religious thialras wae in a position to accept it aad to argue that evolution 
might in f a  be God's own method of creation. 

The crucial factor that made this kind of compromise possli1e was the 
belief that evolution was an essentially purposefd process.... The first 
generation of evolutionists followed the philosopher Herbert Spencer in his 
belief that the history of life on earth represented the unfolding of a 
developmental sequence aimed at the production of higher things. (Bowla . - 
Qarwlum 6) 

The implication that God's will was behind this purposefbl progression came out of a turn 

of phrase in Darwin's own wok 

In tht first edition of 1859 Darwin wrote, I t  may be said that natural selection 
is daily and houdy scmhhhg, throughout the wodd, every variation' .... If 
we consult Morse Peckham's Variom Text of tbe pdeiD of S--. we 
fhd that Darwin has Rvised this sentence to begin Tt may maaphoricaily be 
said.Jp. I@)! In subsecpent editions be made fmtha ewperated efforts to 
deny the intentionslli,ct bias-? 

This progressive understanding is the fimdamentaI aspect of the form of Darrvlntsn 
. . which 

shaped d y  drama Stlldies. The plays were of interest, not for their intdpsic iitetary value, 

but as evidence of two beghhgs: of the En- Qamatic tfaidition, and of EngIish social 

custom. Either might in mm be used as evidence of English 'charactd. The phrase "the 

manners and customs of our fmfhthersn ocamd with stdlting rrgPladty throughout the 

scholanhip of this paid "Architednraln and "botanicaln metaphors appcarrd fkeqmtly. 

2 S e e a l s o R O b e i t U Y 0 ~ ~ ~ ~  . . 
camkidge Univasity Press, 1985); M i d d  Ruse -0- W w e  Red 

Claw (Chicago and Londor~ Univasity of Chicago Ress, 1979); Pete J. 
Bowla University of California Ress, 1984); 
Strnm Faye Camon m -: 'Ibe Vi- (NY: Ned Watson 
Academic Ptlblications, 1978). 



The architectural metaphor appeared more often in d e r  scholarship, which characterized 

the medieval drama as the foundation stone up00 wbich the stately edifice of the Elizabethan 

theatre was raised, '?he religious Mysteries and Moralities which laid the foundation of our 

N a t i d  Dramad farticulady from the 1860's. the focus on biological evolution led to the 

pervasive and extremely long-Iived use of plant imagery in discussions of the plays, as in this 

example: 

Renascence a d  Reformation.,. contributed to prepare and fertilize the soil 
into which was to descend the seed of genius, the gift of ~eaven.' 

This fasciaacion with roots, foundations and begin&@ is readily apparent in the amount of 

argument. often very stretched, which was dedicated to dating the exact origin of the plays, 

and in the desire to place tbem at dates far earlier than the evidence dowed, despite the 

avdability of arguments to the contrary. Darwinism was much more than a biological 

theory of natumI selectioa; it could express the Divine will, which in this case, had ordained 

Shakcqem as the pinnacle of dramatic art. The quasidivine status to which Shakespeare 

appreciation had risen sanctioned the textual search for his autecedents. The late-eighteenth 

century movement into the intense  on (with omones of wo*) of shakespeare6 

led to an interest in the pardculars of his lifk, his thwtre, his context in the early nineteenth. 

The popularity of the bard m the nineteenth marry hinged upon the perception of his work 

as a fully realiztd vision of human possiiilities. Wolfgang Iser said regarding Carlyle's 

nimteenthccntprY~1otry: 

S- figures as a guarantee that humankind can master its own wodd. 
Against such a bxkgropnd one can undernand his sanctification, since his 

5Adolphas William Ward A of to . . 
~~~ MacmiIIanBtCo, 1875) 

1981) noted that between 1778 and 1793, six new editions of-s works appemd 
"Hispresti~isr#.rwso~thathekseennotonEyas~s~writer,butasthe 
world's patest, an ahogethaexCeptionaI human be@." (VoL 6, p.1) 



work brings the world under control, and iadeed he bas recreated the world... 
CarIyIe does not explicitly reject the S- conceived by the 
Romantics as the paragon of genius, but he remodels him into the bearer of 
hope., Once again we have an appropriation of Shakespeare, which... shows 
to what extent the image of Shakespeare is fashioned according to the needs 
of the time? 

By the end of the nkkenth century, this teading of ShaLespeare had produced a new set of 

questions. The field of Shakespearwn philology sought "to disclose the past from which 

their subject's work had arisen" in order to "correct the preceding pbase in Shakespearean 

exegesisn so that "previous ideological interpretations of his work [could] be broken downn 

(Iser 12). The search for Shakespeare's past turned up the medieval drama, and therefore 

early textual studies of the medieval drama evaluated it pdmarily in terms of its relationship 

to ShaJqxZm. 

Socially-oriented studies of the medieval plays tended to have a slightly more 

revolutionary bvour, a critical stance which one might apachronistically term mandst'. The 

strand of thought which sought the origin of social customs had an eloquent speaker in John 

Ruskin (18 19-1900), who played a large role in shaping Victorian medievalism. Beginning 

as an art modan, Ruskin became an outspoken critic of his own society, using the examples 

drawn fiom tbt middle ages to castigate the effects of the W e s s  economic policies of the 

Utilitarian schooL His perceptions of the middle ages were often coloured by his anger at 

t h e c o n a a s t t h y ~  with thcconditioasof his own thtpetiodbecarne idealized= 

a time when Christian charity permitted aIl men to work at labour which involved the 

imagination. T h e  Nature of Gothic", the central chapter of The of V& was 

released in 1853. It was an immediately and eadaringly influential essay, the ideas of which 

percolated, by way of FJ. Fpmivail, the founder of the M y  English Text Society, into 

middle English and medieval drama studies. His most recent editor said of the work: 

In 1854, the year after it appemd, the Working Men's CoIIege opened in 
London. One of its pManthmpic formders, FJ. Fumiva4 asked Ruskin if 
the chapter might be reprinted as a pamphlet to be given h e  of charge to aIl 

k, WoIfgang Trans David Hemy Wilson. (NY: Colmnbia 
University Ress, 1993) 7. 



working men attending the courses. Ruskin agreed, and into the bargain, 
offered the college the profits he made on sales- Around the same time, The 
SrpILeS of V& changed the lives of two young Oxford students, Edward 
Bume-Jones, and WiIliam Morris. Thirtyeight years later, Morris' KeImscott 
Ress issued "The Nature of Gothic" as a single book.. It was eventually to 
inspire Morris's Society for the Reservation of Ancient Bu ildings... It gave 
enormous impetus and critical weight to the Gothic ~eviva1.B 

Ruskin characterized the gothic by the pnseme of a majority of the following six features: 

savageness, changefulness, naturalism, grotesquwess, rigidity, and redundance. For each 

of these words, he provided a positive riding. The savage or rude quality of gothic art was 

to be admired both as an index of harsh cIimaccic conditions, and as an indicator of a society 

in which the work of every man was valued "they thus receive the results of the labour of 

inferior minds; and out of fiapcnts full of imp&uio~. indulgently raise up a stately and 

unaccusabIe whole." (Ruskin 83) Gothic naarralism was valued in part because it was filled 

with "copious records of all the domestic customs and inferior arts of the ages in which it 

f lowih iW (Ruskin 102) In the rigidity of gothic art, he found "the Protestant spirit of self- 

dependence and inquiry... expressed in its every lintn; traces of the traits he admired in his 

own England: 

the moral habits to which England in this age owes the kind of greatness that 
she has, - the habits of phiIosophical investigation, of acctrrate thought, of 
domestic seclusion and independence, of stern self-reliance and sincere 
upright searching into religious truth, - were only traceable in the features 
which were the drsmrctrve . . creation of the Gochic schools. (Ruskin 107-108) 

Ruskin used the middle ages as a foiI in wbich he codd display what he judged to be the 

flaws and the virtues of his own Englaud- This habit of appopriadng the period as an ideal 

ch;iracterized both social and textral readings of tbe York cycle for a very long time, These 

'schools' were not in fact sepamte entities; Shakpme studies dominated studies of early 

English texts and social commentary often appeated as asides or footnotes in texmally- 

sJohn Ruskin this Last and (Londo~~ive Penguin 
Books, 1985) 75-76. 



chapterone 

The Nineteenth-centuy Context of Lucy T o w  Smith's Edition 

This chapm Cxamines the context of scholarship into which Lucy Toulmin Smith's 

I885 edition emefged, It explores the development of scholarship on medieval biblical 

drama in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, uramining particularly the reasons which 

each editor or author provided for his (or her) interest in these tuds in order to display the 

range of available attitudes toward the medieval drama Why were these texts studied? To 

what ends were they put? In what sort of arguments were they used? What follows is a 

chronological overview of dw scholarship on medieval drama which was available to Lucy 

Toulmin Smith in 1885. Its purpose is to establish the intellecnral context which shaped her 

edition of the cycie? and within which her edition was then received, It is not intended to 

demonstrate that this early scholarship is outdat#l; the purpose of this examination is to 

observe the proass by which the Victorians who wrote about medieval drama came to the 

wnc1usi011~ they reached These sources are of interest because they meal the motivations 

for early scholarship. 

By the time the Yo& edition was published, editions of the coventry', ~ownele);, 

N-Town (then identified as Ludus Coventxiae)', Chester4? and ~ i g b f  plays were available. 

'Thomas Sharp on the Pagmnk or 
Pafonmd at Cov- (Coventry: M e d e w  & Son, 1825). 

Thomas Sharp, ed., (Abbotsford Club, 1863). 



The h t  commentaries on the early drama were based on a few quotations by seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century antiquarians which were used qeatedly for widely varying 

speculations about the history of performance, the origins of the text, the poss'bilities of 

staging and the relations of civic and ecciesiastical authorities to the pedormances. 

An oftenquoted some of outside information about the medieval drama was the 

description of the Qsta plays contained in the Rogers' ~remq&- There! are five versions 

of the Brewiryg~, written successiveiy during the early seventeenth century. They were 

attributed to Archdeacon Robert Rogers, but for the most part were composed after his dcafh 

by his son David from materials the Archdeacon c o l l d  during his Me. By reproducing 

the Late %aplls7, the gave substance to the tradition which stated that the Qster 

plays were wrimn by Ranulph Higdm, and first pcrfornaed during the mayoralty of Chester's 

first mayor, John Arneway. Although early scholars quiddy attacked the connection to 

Nigden, they held tenaciously to that with Ameway. The Rogers entry conarning the 

mayoralty of Arneway was voted as follows by James W a n d ,  the first editor of the 

1269. Sir John Arneway, Knight. In In year ye Whitsun plays were 
invented m Chests by one RondoII Higden, a monk in the Abbye of Chester, 
and afterwards set forth in action, at the cost and charge of the Citizens, 
which was great charges; and note yt this monk was a pious man, and a gnar 

FJ. Fumhd, ed., The Plpys (for the New SheLspn Society, 1882; published 
Londo~ M o r d  University Rcss fa Early English Text Society, 18%. 1930,1%7). 

Zawrmx Cloppa The History and Dmlopment of the Chester Cycle" Modem 
phnolonv 75 (1978) 219-246 suggests that the Late Banns wae originaIly composed in 
154-61 a n d m d a w c n t t w o m i s i ~ m 1 5 6 1 - ~ ~ o n t h e e v i d e a c e o f ~ s t a n z a i c  
f- 



writer in yt Abby, as his bookes yet shew, in great devotion and discretion he 
published ye story of ye Bible, yt the simple in their own language might 
understand. (Had. MS. 2125 fol. 272) 

The c o d o n  with Arneway made it possible to date the Chests plays sometime in the late 

thirteenth or very eady foaneenth century- This is significant, because it provided the basis 

of the daim that the plays originated in the fou~eenth (or even the late thirteenth) rather than 

the fifteenth century. Greater antiquity could then explain the 'primitive' @ties of the 

cycles, and provide the narssary duration for their chtonological 'evolution' into the 

moralities. The early dating of the plays permitted them to stand at the beginning of a story: 

the critical narrative of the history of English drama 

The B r e q  also provided a long-lived standard for ;mam-ning medieval staging 

methods: 

these mtes or d g e  was a high place made fike a howse with 2 mwmes 
being open on the tope. the lower rowm theie. apparreUed and drrssed 
them selues. and the hi- rowm[s] tbie played. and thei stoode vpon vj 
wheeIes. and when the had &me with one cariage m one place W e  WW 
the same from one streete to anothergU (Qopper "Rogers'" ~ 5 ) ~  

Medieval English drama was thus perceived as a quaint processional pafonnance on a 

cumbersome, multi-storied, w&eeIed stage- 

A second fhquentiy quoted source was the following passage about the plays in 

-try from William Dugdale's of W- . - to, 

More the qpression of the monasteries, this &ye was vay hnous fa the 
pageants that were play'd herein, upon Corpus Christi day; which 
occasioning vay greet con€iumce of people thither h m  far ad near, was of 
no small benefit -0; which pageants being acted with mighty state and 
~ v a a u r b y t h e f r y a s o f t h i s ~ b a d ~ f o t t h t s e v e f a n s a a c $ v a y  
Iarge and high, placed upon wheeIs, aad h w n  to all the cmhmt parts of the 
city,fathebemradvantageofspedatos:aadcwtain'dtbtstolyoftheNew 
Testament, composed into old English Wme, as apparrth by an ancient 

Sata versions of the changed the number of whctls on the cart f h n  6 to 4. 
Clopper suggested that tbis variation originated m a mistading of the roman numeral iv as 
vi. 

toWilliam Dugdale- of WarwjflCShlP 
. 0 .  (London, 1656). 



MS. ri bibl. Cotton sub effigie Vesp. D.9.1 intituled Ludus Corporis Chris& 
or Ludus Coventriae. I have been told by some old people, who in their 
younger yeazs were eye-witaesses of thae pageants so acted, that the y d y  
confluence of people to see that shew was extraonlill;yy great, and yielded no 
small advantage to the city. (Dugdale 116) 

By providing a desaiption of high wagons which agreed with that of Rogers, Dugdale 

solidified the impression that large high wagons were the standard staging method for alI 

medieval plays. He also foflowed Richard James, Sir Robert Cotton's Icbrarian, in the mis- 

identification of the plays of tk Cotton Vespasian MS with the city of coventry". He was 

quoted because he provided the LinL between the meet performances of the plays and the 

Church, which could then be extended as a continuous thread h m  the earliest Latin 

liturgical plays down to the last paformances of biblical plays in the early seventeenth 

century. 

A third antiqwrian source which was used to add details ngarding the performance 

of Corpus Cbristi plays was tht desaipon of tk York plays in halie's ~botacum'~. Since 

the MS of the York plays was not available to the scholarIy community until 1885, this 

source was of less interest before that point because it appead not to relate to a SUrYiving 

text, as the above sources did. DraLe descr i i  the procession of Corpus Christi in Yo& 

quoting at length b r n  the avic records. His de&s were used in d h s i o n s  of the guilds 

and of their links to the communal, s o d  aspects of the medieval plays. 

Before histories entidy devoted to tht mdieval drama were being wriaen, the plays 

t%dmrd James, Sir Robert Cotton's first h i  identified the MS upon acqrriring it 
m 1629 as follows "Elenchus coatcmontm m hoc codice Contents novi testamenti scerrice 



w a t  commented upon by Thomas Warton in the gigantic pft~!'~. This 

was the ambitious production of an Oxford don which had origioally been planned along 

Iines suggested by Alexander Pope as a chronological survey of English litemure h m  the 

eleventh to the eighteenth century- Although Warton did not live to see the completion of 

the project, it had tremendous and continuing influence: 

Warton went some way to the execution of his design. His first volum was 
published in 1774; the second in 1778, by which time he must have seen 
cleariy how imposs%le it would be for him to confine his history within the 
limits he had h t  intended. A third volume was produced in 1781, but 
afterwards his energy seems to have decayed, for on his death in 1790, his 
biographer says that "only a few of the sheets for vol. iv were printed and no 
part left in a state for printing." Joseph Wanon talked of taking up his 
brother's task, but did nothing- In 1824 the EIi$gy af &@& Poetrv was 
republished under the editorship of Richard Price, who added an excellent 
preface of his own on "Origin of Romantic Fiction," and embodied in the 
work the notes of Ritson, Rice and other antiquaries- This edition was 
reprinted m 1840 with a few fie& notes by Thomas Wright and others. In 
1871 it was again rrpdnted with W. Carew Hazlitt as editor, two new 
-011s being added to those which Warton had prefixed to his history - 
one on "the Seven Sages," the other on "The Lays of Marie & Fhce"; so 
that Warton's work may be looked upon as a kind of classic fhgment, the 
incompleteness of which has been emphasized by the glosses and alterations 
of thne generations of (Courthope xi) 

Although the work was often inaccurate and incomplete, it provided a Iarge and convenient 

m11ection of infOLmatiq and this clroaraged the critid appraach which sought to discover 

large ands and movements out of immense fields of minute details; as well, it stimulstpd 

interest m the literature bef- the eighkenth centmy, and more import~~~ltly, before 

Warton's name is a landmark m the history of English bratme. His great 
history exerted a signal influence on its contemporary currents. Togetha 
with Percy's it helped to awalrm an interest in medieval and 

IWJ. Corrrthope A of Epolisb= (London: MacMiltan & Co, 1926). 



EIizabethanpoesY. By familiadzing his contemporaries with the imaginative 
temper and romaz~tic subject-matter of the poetry that was anterior to the 
eighteenth centmy, Warton's work heIped to divert the stream of English 
verse h m  the formal and classical channels to which the prestige of Pope 
had for many years consigned i ~ ' *  

Warton theorized that the origins of English drama lay in the great trade fairs 

established in the eighth century, which drew juggIers, minsaels and bufF~311~: 

By degrees, tbe clergy, obsaving tbat the enkrtahmmts of dancing, music 
and mimi ay... made the people less religious,.. proscni  these sports and 
excommunicated the performers. But finding no regard was paid to their 
censures, they changed their pIan and dctmnhd to take these d o n s  
into their own hands. They armed acton, and instead of profane mummah, 
presented stories taken from legends or the Bible. (Warton 1778, voI. 2,515) 

Thus he established the connection of the clergy with the drama, one which appeared 

incongruous and therefore needed some q i a a a t i o ~ ~  The explanation was that the dramatic 

instinct must have had secular origins, and have been taken over by the Church in a cunning 

plan to win the peoples' hearts. For Warton, dramatized religious subject-matter and pre- 

Reformation religious practices were offensive; consequently the drama appeared vastly 

inferior in comparison to the more d a r  drama of the Renaissance. 

Our drama seems hitherto to have been almost entirely amfined to religious subjects, 
and these plays were nothing more than au appendage to the specious and mechaaical 
devotionofthetimes-- Ourveryeadyancestotsscarceknewanyothe3:historythan 
that of their religion.... many licentious pleasantries were so metimesintroducedin 
these religious qresentations-. In these Mysteries I bave som#imrs seen gross and 
open obscenities. In a Play of the Old and New Testament [ftnt. Harl- 2013 
Exhiiited at Qlcstes in the year 13273 Adam and Eve are both exhibird on the stage 
naked; and conversing about their nakedness- This extm&my spectacIe was 
b a d  by a wmef~w assembly of both sexes with great coqmm. (Wanon, 1778 
VOL Z20; 24-26) 

Despite the presence of apocrypha1 materid which was of fdve  by its deviation brn his 

own Rotestant moral education, Warton f m d  some virtue in these performances: 

The composers of the mysteries did not think the plain and probable events 
of the New Testament sufficiently marveIlous for aa audience who wanted 



only to be suprid-- Rude and even ridiculous as they were, they softened 
the manners of the people, by diverting the public attention to spectacles in 
which the mind was concerned, and by creating a regard for other arts than 
those of bodily strength and savage vdour. (Warton, 1778 vol. 2,397.) 

He distinguished the inventions of the apoaypbal stories fhm those of the allegorical plays, 

categorically placing the moralities at a more advanced level than the biblical plays: 

The miracle-plays, or MYSTERIES, were totally destitute of invention or plan: they 
tamely represented stories according to the letter of scripture, or the W v e  
legend. But the MORALlTES indicate dawning of the dramatic art; they contain 
some ntdiments of a plot and even attempt to de- characters and paint manners. 
(Warton, 1778 vol. 2,24.) 

Like Dugdale, Warton associated the performance of phys with religious subject-matterwith 

the control of the Church and thus with a canrption of both artistic and religious standards: 

The Franciscan Friars of Coventry, whose sacred interludes, prwented on 
Corpus Christi Day in that city and at other places make so conspicuous a 
figure m the history of English Qama, [ftnt.: The f k s  themelves were the 
actors. But this practice being prodactive of some enormities, aad the laity 
growingaswiseas theclergy,atleastasw~~edtoactplays;therewas 
an injunction at the Mexican council, ratified at Rome in the year 1589, to 
prohlibit all clerks h m  playing in the mysteries, even on Corpus Qlristi day.] 
(Warton 1778 vol. 2, p. 349) 

Warton sketched a p i d m  of the cycle plays as the unthinkiag productions of a 

c o q t  caste of monk-players, who plied their innocent but stupid audiences with nudity and 

invented legends in order to keep their attention; these productions gradually gave way to the 

moralities, in which some sense of authorial i-on and moral education began to 

develop, and to the increasing wisdom of the laity. Tht sense of progression was thus a 

feature of thought in early drama scholarship long before Darwin pubIished 
. * 

An anonymous conmiator to the -I6 Listed the records fiom 

Dublin and tk evidence of the Chester MSS, and even mentioned the York MS, ahhough 

%oh "SOklIUlkk of COP &' IUustratedR WS 542 
(Febmary 1784) 102404. Signed "Q". Lucy ToPlmin Smith refers to this writer as "L" in 
her edition of the plays 



it was not yet identified as such: 

We find that the solemnities of Corpus Chrini Day ( g e n d y  thought to be 
peculiar to Coventry ...) were performed at Dublin with great prepamtion of 
pagean ts.... In Thoresby's MS of Corpus Christi Play, by Thos. Cutler and 
Rich. Nandyk now in Mr. Walpole's possession, the trades mentioned are.... 
We see here the origins of om stage-plays, which were at first only those 
pageants which *-ages Ievded to tk decoration of a Lad Mayofs show. 

The article was published as a brief compefldium of information about the plays, and off& 

The sudden popularity of Percy's m", which provided samples of old poetry 

in the form of secular ballad$ demonstrates a new interest in the past which was developing 

at tbe end of the eighteenth century. Pacy's ballads, and the romantic figure of the 

wandering minstrel which they evoked made the middle ages safe and amactive. 

The book seemed a fhsh well, a "Diamond of the Desert," newly opened 
amidst the dry sandy wastes and brackish streams of a wildmess of 
li taature.... -the prrjudice men fed in favour of the old was enlisted in 
behaIf of the new, and the book assumed at once the interest of a birth and a 

''Ibis mention of the York MS is printed in Ralph Thoresby's . . 
hv of @e Popplpus Town & P m  (London: Maurice 

Atkins 1715) 517. Thorcsby Iisted it as 17th in his &ope of folio manmxipts, as 
foIIows: 

C o p s  CIirisn* Piclye m auticpe English Verse, by Tho. Cutler and Rich 
Nmdycke; take a taste of the poetry in the CmcijXo C%W. 

andwentonto~ei~linesandlmrmesvaalofthen~qtlstcd"tradamttrnscvd 
scenes". kc. Cawiey said ofthis fitst cptation h r n  the Yo& MS: 

his undastanding of the text left a lot to be dcsirrd, Thoresby 
(orhispIjnter)hasmademasarreofdletadby~to~withaltematemymes 
(zibakhb) as to monOmymed qnatrains (aaaabbbb). Further, he omits the two spealras' 
names, and so reduces the dialogue to a conthmous parsage of vase. 
kc. M e y =  Thmesby and Later Oanrrs of tbt MS of the York Playsn m 
in I I1 (1980) 7576. 

Imomas Pacy  of James Mchol, 1765. 
Second edition, 1767, tepdm 1794; third 1838; fourth 1858, etc) The second and third 
editions contain similer versions of the essay "On the Ode ofthe EngM Stagen. 



Percy suggested that the origins of English drama lay in "a kind of dumb shews, 

intermingled, it may be, with a few short speeches; at length they gnw into a regular series 

of co~ected dialogues, f d y  divided into acts and  scene^."^ (Percy 106) Although the 

early plays available to him fell far short of classical standards, Percy found the roots of 

ShaLespearr's tragedies, comedies and histories in the morafity plays, which he considered 

to be more advanced than the biblical plays: 

The Mysteries were vay iaarcifiicial, npsenting the saipanr stories siolpIy 
according to the letter. But the Moralities are not devoid of invention: they 
exhibit outIines of the dramatic art; they contain something of a fable or plot, 
aud even attempt to delineate ckacters or manners. (Percy 107-108) 

Percy did not refa to any specific textual example of a 'mystery'; his readings apparently 

began with and m 2 1 ,  which were available in Hawkins' 1'773 anthology. 

He may have latown about the 'mysteries' h m  Warton's wok the "Essay on the Origin of 

the Enash Stage" did not appear until the third edition of the in 1795. Early 

scholarship often showed a tendency to sccularizc readings of the medieval plays in order 

to neuPaliP religious content which would otherwise have been offensive to Protestant 

critics; Percy seems to have shown the way. 

In 1801, Shun's- of-le of -p appeand Drawing 

on the eariier success of his and of Pec& of  pap'^, Strutt 

provided nummus drawings of manpscrip illurninations to illustrate his commntary on 

t9Geo~e G o I f i b  W e  of Thomas Percy" in Percy's (Edinburgh: James 
Nich~I, 1858) X-xi 

m o m a s  Percy "Essay on the Chigin of the English Stagen m of 

P w  edition, re* NY: White, Stokes and Allen, 1794) voL 1,105428. 

=Joseph Stnm of ftbe P ~ l e  of (London, 1801; second 
edition, 1810; third edition, ed. William Hone, 1841) 



the often amusing practices of his forefather. He descr i i  customs at every level fium 

rural to royal and included a short, undetailed description of the Ludus Covenhiae play, and 

part of the Digby In w e n  and Custom Strutt d e s a i i  his vision 

of eady staging, which rested upon a history prominently featuring reform: 

In the eariy dawn of literaaae. and when the Saaed Mysteries were the only 
theatrical @ormances, what is now d e d  the stage did then consist of three 
s e v d  platforms, or stages, raised one above apothc on the uppennost sat 
the Pater Coelestis, surrounded with his angels; on the wcond appcard the 
My  saints and glorified mn; and the last and lowest was occupied by mere 
men, who had not yet passed from this transitory life to the regions of 
eternity. On one side of this lowest platform was a dark pitchy cavern, from 
whence issued appeafaflce of fire and m, and when it was neoessary, the 
audience were treated with hideous yellhgs and noises, as imitative of the 
howlings and aies of the wretched souls tormented by the nlentless 
daemom. From this yawning cave the devils themselves constantly 
ascended, to delight and to instruct the spectators; to delight, because they 
were usually the greatest jesters and btrffoons that then appeand; and to 
instruct, for that they treated the wretched mortals who were delivered to 
thcm with the utmost cruelty, warning themby d men canfully to avoid 
f e g  into the clutches of such bardclvd and remorseless spirits. - But in the 
wm improved state of the hatre, and when regular plays were introduced, 
all this mummery was abolished, and the whole cavern and devils, together 
with the highest pladorm before mentioned, entirely taken away, two 
platforms only then remaining and these continued a considerable time in 
we, the upper stage sewing them f a  chambas, or any elevated situations (as 
when some of the actors should, fiom the walls of cities or the Ilke, discourse 
with those who were standing under them on the lowa platforms.) This 
appears fbm s e v d  en- to be f w d  m the old editions of the fint plays, 
where mention is ofan made of the upper a d  lower stages2'' 

Smm gave no evidence of the source forthis desaiption of the early, heaven-and-hell stage 

and although it was q-ected by later scholars like Sharp, the pi- image of a multi- 

1eveIIed stage eqtlippd with scream@ devils d e d  assodated with the medieval plays 

fa popular a h r s  Hie WiIIiam H o e  who edited Stxutt's m Paztims841, and 

authored at least two more voIumes of similar material with a strong anti-Catholic bias. 

h 1818, James Maddand edited the first complete Midme English biblical plays for 



publication. Five hundred copies of the Noah's Hood and Slaughter of the Innocents plays 

from Chester were printed for the Roxburgh Uub. His choice of plays was based on the 

presence of the apocryphal stories of the resistance of Noah's wife, and the death of H d s  

son- In his introduction, Markland immediately moved to the topic of dating the piays, 

concluding: 

The authorities More cited sufficiently prove that both in France and 
England dramatic pdonnances indisputably prevailed at a period of very 
remote antisllity, and, anb to OW testimony, confirm the theory which it 
is the object of these pages to support, that the Chester Mysteries are even of 
an earher date than 1328,. (Markland iv) 

He eventually argued for a date of composition of 1269, based on the co~ection to 

Arneway, and then discussed the presence of apocrypha1 material in the plays. These 

incIusions were exp1ained as "calculated to relieve the soierrmity of the plot, and to amuse 

the fancies of a mixed, and, for the most part, an unlettered audience" (Madrland x), since 

"the gratification of the audience was one of the chief motives for acting these plays, and ... 
this end would not have been obtained had not the sombre charams of the plots been 

relieved by a species of buffoonery adapted to their taste-" (Markland xi) F&y, he 

theorized vaguely about Fteach comections in the search for aa Ur-text 

Tht traces of resemblance apparent in the English and Foreign Mysteries, as 
well in the choice of subjects, as m the manm of treating them, are so 
numerous and striking, that we cannot but attniute these productions to one 
common source- (Madbd mi 

Maddand's pmenkuiondepictedthe Cheskrplays as ancient, foreign, and vulgar. curiosities 

by virtue of their antiquity, their depiamrrs from scripture, their connection to the tastes of 

the "folkn, and their relation to the beginnings of English litaatprr. 

IQ 1820, tbt first volum of R-ve Review, a jomal dedicated to 

antiquarian interests was pub- As a part of its mandate, it undertook to expiore the 

available i n f o d o n  about medieval dramas. Its anonymous apthot had Iittle joy in his 

25anon "Mysteries, Moralities and Otba Eady Dramaw Review 1 (1820) 
332-357. The dxx took quotations fbm the Chster Creation and the Digby Elling of 



Before, however, we can enter upon this task, with any pleantn either to our 
readers or ourselves, it will be neceswy to take a review of the earliest 
spccimns of the dramatic art in this kingdom, if we may be dowed to apply 
the tam of art to compositions as artificial, as crude and jejune, as can be 
weU imagined. (anon., 1820,332) 

He concluded that the M y h a  were "neitkr more nor less than a few chapters of the Bible 

stripp#i of dl their simplicity - of all heir solemnity and of al l  their poetry, and converted 

into English verse." (anon., 1820,334) Their original appeaI, therefore, must have been in 

the (otherwise unavailable) access to God's Word which they offered to their original 

audiences: 

The devotion of the people to sacred plays is not nrrprising. The capacious 
soul of man is not satisfied with things of this world.... The effect even of the 
insipid Mysteries on the generai mind must have been great... (anon., 1820, 
338) 

Maddand's interest in the apoaypha was shared by Wfiam Hone, who published a 

book in 1823 whose fu[l title m d e d  much of its approach to the medieval plays: 

le Plavs fo-n New 

Stow. Extant U- -ts m fhe B m  . .  * . 

- - The Lord h & s  Show - The C?- 

chrishnasC The epigraph, by "ShaLcspearr", read "IS it possfile the spells of 

Apoaypha shdd juggk men into such strange ~ y s t e r i e s ? ~ ~  Hone's appmch to the drama 

was spurred by his populist approach interest in apocrypha. Having read the Ludus 

Covenaiae MS in the British Museum, he p u b W  The New T- in 

16WilIiamHone, e ( L o n d o 1 1 =  for WitliamHone, 1823) 



order to "explain the subjects of pictures and prints that are without explanation from any 

other sourcen (Hone Ancient ii), and was promptly involved in a pamphlet att=rrltg 

included parts of eight episodes from the Marian plays of the 

N-Town cycle with margipal quotations from Hone's "Apocryphal New Testament" to 

demonstrafe simikritis Tk plays were exhibited as Specimens of odd behaviours of times 

past. His organization was jumbIed, f a n e  he said of his w o k  "it is altogether 'sldmble- 

skamble stuff.'" (Hone Ancient vi) He quoted Dugdale and Drake and Rogers, 

giving dr Drake quotes about Yodc in fuU in orda "to convey some notion of the general 

method of representing them in other dies." (Hone &&N M- 213). Hone's 

approach to the medieval drama was shaped by his politid radicalism and the traumatic 

experience of a threeday trial on charges of blasphemous h k l  for the publication of 

parodies of the catezhism and Creed which mocked contemporary social conditions. He 

identified with the curious and lovable habits of the people. but strongly protested against 

the power of the deqy and crown 

Insofar as his examples illustrate the popular mind, or have that "ludicrous" 
or "monstrous" quality embraced by his wide definition of "parody*. then he 
has a sympathetic understanding of them, and a love or an affection for 
but insofar as they illustrate the conuption of the people by priestcraft, then 
he can express a disgust equal to Warton's at the "gross practices and 
delusionsn, as he writes in his pface. Both affection and horror thus help 
to motivate his antiquarian zeSearcheS. (Robinson, "Regency R a d i M  
136) 

October 1821; Hone's reply appead in November 1821. Hone's version o f  
the Apoayphal New Testament was anadred by HJ, Rose, a high chnrcfrman, as irreiigious. 
It was printed in the fann of the Authorized 
VezSi~n,andlo~kcd~aggrrssiv$ybi%lical, HaaeclaimedmthepPcfaccnSevezalofthe 
pepelpegesatsfmthepopllaceandthe~mystaies~OLmedas~arealm~~t 
vabathn rrprseatatom of the storiesn M- was thus a 
justification ofhis -ew (J.W. Robinson, "Regency RdicaIism and 
~ ~ W i I I i a m H o n e ' s ~ ~  

. .  - 10 
(1978) 121-144, this quote 128.) 



In 1830, Hone published a kind of a h m d  which expIained the p-g connection of the 

Church with dramatic activities. The entry for June 2, "Corpus Christi Dayw rriated: 

the Covemy mystery maker of 1416 was under circumstances that would suggest powerful 
motives to the cunning of a monkish mind for apocryphal adoption ... a false glare might 
obscure the dawning of the human mind.. Thw fiaudfd productions were calculatpA to 
postpone the paid of illumination, and to stigmatize, by implication, the labours of 
Wycli&." (Hone 75 1-753) 

Hone's work was popular tbughout the nbeteath century, and groundbreaking in s e v d  

ways: "in his sense of the historical, social, literary, artistic, and religious contexts of the 

vernacuIar plays ... he pointed for the first time to two of the mjor non-biblical sources of 

the medieval mystery plays." (Robinson, "Regency Radicaiism" 139). Hone caused the plays 

to become b-known, and as Robinson has pointed out, stirred interest in their contexts. 

In 1824, Warton's m m  Poetry was re-released under the editorship of 

Richard Rice; Rice's introduction illmhted one of the papaual conflicts which has 

marked the study of m e d i d  English literatme, between prtdsion of detail and 

philosophicaI generalization. He criticized Warton for "an unavoidable confusion between 

the essence and the costume of romantic fiction, and the extensive appropriation of the 

common propaty of mankind to a particular age and people" (Warton, of &@& 

Poetry, 1824,19), and moved tbe focus h m  the spedfic to the gened, h m  tim and place 

to the origins of dl mankind, and the common signs which these origins left iascricbed on 

historical remnants ikom an times and places Rice explained the logic of his methodo10gy 

The fictions of one period,, are f m d  to have had an existence m that 
inmwdiatclypRccdia8;aDdthefmtbcrweplsuethtinveStigation,themm 
we become cunvinced of a reguIar transmission through the d o n  of 
tirrYtinatIengththtqtlestionacapes~~~ammaofhistatidnsearch, 
and resolves itseif into one pmdy psychoIogi& m] the hfhq of 
society-man regards him&- as the associate and fellow of all that exists 
around him, It is this penonification of the blind efforts of nature, which 
hargivcnrisetothesewildand~demen~stbataboundindpfaae 



cosmogonies .... The whole religious system of the ancient world, with one 
exception, may be adduced as an exemplification of the fact; and even the 
sacred writings of the Old Testamnt contain occasional indications of a 
similar practice-... Whetha in ancient GRea or modem Europe, e v q  object 
is found to have a chronicle of its ori gin.... The wildest efforts of the 
ima@ation can only exbibit to us a fresh combination of well-known types 
drawn from the storehouse of ;mapinntion. (Warton, mory of 

1824 18-26) 

The oew edition dernonssafed tht continuing cumrency of Warton's work, and the growth of 

interest in the literature of the middle ages, and it focussed this interest on a search for human 

origins. It provided a moral explanation and argument for the practice of genefalizing for 

the salce of arriving at these lliMatives: [though] We shall gain little perhaps... for the history 

of human events-.. however fallsrm'ous historically considered, [they] are never without a 

powedully redeeming goad, the ethical tendency of all their lessons." (Warton, m o r y  of 

Poem 1824 80) The materials which the original Wanon edition provided 

stirnuhted Rice to guestion where the pmhctions of the human haghation originated; his 

new approach sought a creation story with a strong moralking influence and reflects an 

To Warton's discussion of medieval drama, Price added a number of references to 

Stnm's f and a long fmote commenting on the Chesta 

cycle. Using Madhd's information (without attniution) from the Rugers' Brevaryes and 

the Late Banns from ChesterT he placed tbe beghmings of COQW Chdsti drama in the early 

fourteenth century, conc1uding that the plays were wdnm or tmdated from Latin into 

English by Don Randal4 during the mayoralty of John Arneway (1327). ard that an 

indulgence was obtained by Hemy Frapas from Pope Clement in 1342-1352. (Warton, 

Poem 1824 II 26) 

The next major rmdy of medieval plays was Sharp's D&r&&nM. Sharp was an 

mmesthrg writer and he provided a Iarge number of civic details because as an histotian of 

CoventryT he had reason to Rad the "Aanmt Books and other writings of the Trading 



Companies." (Sharp, Cov- 2) His interest in the religious dramas was driven by his view 

of them as "the unquestionable groundwork of the stage." (Sharp, C o v w  1) After a brief 

discussion of pageant-wagons, which linked the "pagentus" of the N-Town "Trial of Mary 

and Joseph" play with the "celebrated c;ut of Thespis" (Sharp, Coventry 2) of the Greeks and 

Romans, he provided a cadid examination of the MS Cotton Vespasian D Ma suggesting 

that "it is not equally clear that [this] was the paaicuIar property of these Grey Friers, or 

contains a transcript of the religious plays exhibited by themn. (Sharp, 5) Sharp's 

interest, however, was not in the Giey Friars or the N-Town MS, but in the plays performed 

by the trading companies in Coventry whieb are described in tbe civic records, Sharp quoted 

from a wide range of sources which had not previously been printed; he provided the 

accounts of the guilds, the diagram of the castle of extensive costuming notes, 

a range of background material b r n  other civic records and litemy sources, and an edition 

of the Coventry Sheaurm aad Tailorsr pageant with its music; he also provided examinations 

of Hock Tuesday performances and royal pageants in Coventry and reprinted all of Drake's 

information on York in an appendix. Sharp's scholarship was a breakthrough in several 

ways: he was as inclusive as possl'ble with his sources, opening up huge new vistas of 

previously unpubIished material for examination; as well, he was specific rather than general 

in his approach - he tended to discount theories he could not prove. However, his tendency 

to be encyclopedic in his choice of inciusioas Ied writers aftcr him to draw in the lines of 

connection which he often only suggetecL His trmst usefuI contribution was his distinction 

benveen the plays pecform#l m Covenay by tk guiIds and those of@ N-Town rnanuscdpt 

Although his interest was antiquarian and primatily visual, his incIusion of guild records 

provided the scholariy community with a wealth of details about the guilds and their 

participation in civic drama. His antiqPari;m interests were not shared by the reviewers of 

his wod?', one of whom criticized both his methodology and the texts he edited: 

34mon. Rev. of 
~ b ~ o ~ s h a r p ~  . . .  ' e ~  May 1826 1-12. Quoted by Clifford 
Davidson vs AnslqttanrPllsm: What we always wanted to know but atbets 
didn't" N~rt .  8.1 (Fall (Fall 985) 4-5. 



Whatever certain antiquarians may delight to believe, the useful end of 
investigation does not consist in the laborious trifling with which attention 
is fkittered away upon minute certainties and petty doubts. The scholar of 
enlarged mind and philosophical reflection will view such enquiries as those 
before us with reference only to the light which they can shed upon the 
progress of inteUect, manners, and litcraturt: he will take care to examine 
only the gmt operations of the mcbkmy of society, not to count every nail 
and peg in its odginal structure- We cannot choose but smile-without 
offense to Mr. Sharp be it spoken-on the solemnity with which he dwdls on 
the uses of iron pins and clamps. 'tenter-hooks, rings, wire, thread and small 
c o d '  Neither can we sympathize in his grievous lamentation over the loss 
of some 'drapes' book of accounts,'(p.68) which could only have 
accumulated his sufficient catalogue of such important artid es.... @p. 2-3)We 
have not a word of comnrendah'on to bestow upon his laborious industry h m  
the Play book ofthe Shearmen and Taylors' Company at Coventry the whole 
dialogue of their pageant.-.. There is no intrinsic merit in this wretched and 
dogged piece to render its publication at aII necessary, after the similar 
specimos given by Mr. Markland of the C k a x  Mysteries; and it may only 
vie with some of the "precious r e p ~ t s "  of the Roxburgh Qub. (p. 12) 

This criticism demo- that not everyone was an a~tiwii~l in the nineteenth OC~CUIY; 

if Sharp had not aradsd such diligence, the play of the Shennen and Taylors would have 

k n  lost in the 1879 fire which destroyed its manuscript. 

John Payne ColIids The of EpOLish P m  to the Ti Pf 
of ~ ~ % p p a r e d  in 1831 as a d t  of the 

increasing interest in Shakespds context. CoUier explained "although Warton, in his 

not attempted to trace its [Engiish medieval drama's1 development and improvement," 

(Collier Luii) He fnaha outIined this nawtive of &veIopment 

I havt tmed the connection between Miracle-plays, consisting in the outset 
only of Saiptme chmctm, and Moral-plays, qresented by ailegotical 
pasonages; aad I have shown how the first almost impaceetlily. deviated 
iP tOtht laqbythtgradnalh~of~~~wi thsaacdhis tory , lmt i l  
Mirack-plays wae fiaally supaccdcd (CoIlier I=ix-X) 



Cokr's Annals m t e d  a view of English dramatic performances beginning with 

what appeared to be saint plays in Landon in the late twelfth century, expanding into Corpus 

Christi shows a l l  over the country within four years of the feasts introduction in 1264. and 

then into vaguely reIated court entertainmeats throughout the fomteenth century. The "new 

@es of dramatic representationw (Collkr 23) of the Mod play appeand in the reign of 

Henry VI, and plays became more common alI over the nalm throughout the tifteenth 

century; mbstds are mentioned in court shows and ceremonies; clergy are warned not to 

the introduction of Mirade-plays in various parts of this kingdom, if not in 
various parts of Etrmpz was more contemporaneous than it has been hitherto 
believed to have kea They were adopad at Chester within four years of the 
instiMion of the fm of Corpus CMti ,  m 1264, and the same causes which 
led to their exhiibition in that city would operate elsewhere. (CoIlier II: 149) 

He then produced a long series of synopses of the Chester? W~dkirk (Wakefield), and 

Coventry @I-Town) plays, moving episode-by-episode, rather than cycle-bycyde in order 

to demonstrate "the manner in which the same subject was treated in different parts of the 

kingdom [and],. such alterations as appear to have taken place at various dates" (Collier 

Ik 1%). Most of this synopsis was simply comparative plot summary, but he took special 

notice of the W~dkidc (Wakefield) Second Shepherd's Play, which he identified as "the most 

singular piece in the whole collection, not a nligious play, but literally a farce." (Collier 

E180) After quoting it at length, he conciuded that "something very like brad comedy, 

as a dramatic repsentation, is a gnat deal o1der than it has e v u  been ntpposed to be." 

(CoIlier El88) CoiIier passed through the Passion sequences with very W e  coammtaq, 

only that "the nailing upon and raising of the Cross is a tedious pmcess" (Cofier 

Ik206), and noted that the damned Pope of the Chestn Dc lrorfido Emao is "a remarkable 

charada in a Roman Catholic Miracle-play." (CoIlier Ik225) He provided a dmilar kind 

of plot summary for the S t  Pad and Mary Magdalene plays of the Digby MS 133, noting 

briefly the existena of the Slaughter of the Innocents and the fragment of W h m  which 

are aIso coataid in that MS. He saw the ending of pedimmce of the MhcIe-plays as a 

rrstllt of the developmeat of the MOral-play, despite the evidence of h e  pdorrmmces which 



he presented, (Collier W36) He presented a story of gradual, steady &vdoprnent, both of 

form and of popularity, from a very early point to the sixteenth century. Many of his 

citations suggested abuses or corruptions, particularly in regard to the involvement of the 

clergy in staged ~epre~entations. The eariiest parts of the Annals section were passed ova 

very quickly, and on the whole it functioned to provi& a sense of background to the 

EIizabethan theatre, for which the Annals were much more detailed. 

Interestingly Collier, and this work in particular, were lata identified as h d s .  The 

Although a w h a d y  arranged, this work was full of new and valuable 
matter. Unhappily it also contained the earliest of a long series of insidious 
litmy fi.auds., but at tht tim no suspicion of his good faith was entertained. 
(349) None of his statements a quotations can be trusted without verifying, 
and no volume or documnt that has passed through his haads can be too 
-MY- 
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In 1835, Thomas Sharp edited the Digby "Conversion of Saul", "Mary Magdalenew, 

"Killiag of the Children of Tsraeln, and the fiagnmt of Wsdom" (which is simply titled "A 

~ora~ity")? An oddity of Sharp's work, which on the whole has stood the test of time better 

than that of most of his contemporaries, was that he vrsualrzcd 
- oU staging as taking place 

aboard the pageant vehicle: for exampIe, Saul apparently rides his horse down and out of 

a pageant wagon (!), and into the street. 

Whilst Saul mires to affoutrr himself for riding, a low, but ludimus scene, 
takes place bawixt his savam and the "hosteler" or "stabyl-groom," to whom 
the famwr applies for a horse for Saul, who being mounted, "rydeth forth wt 
hys svant about the pIace out of the pIace," that is, out of the pageaut and 
coaseqoentIy in the stre#. CN) 

wagon to each of the three stations m d i d  m tht t e x ~  The staging of the pIay of "Mary 

%die Stephen ed. of b&bd&g& @W MacMiUan Bt Co, 1887) 
XL353- 



Magdalenew was not, for the most part, discussed, although he did try to make the reference 

to hell fit into his conception of a wagon and a hell-moutb: 

The stage mentioned above ... was in the form of a tower.... It would seem.. 
that this piece of machinery, evidently an addition to the usual pageant 
vehicle, continued attached to it during the performance.... [E.IelI] in 
conformity with the custom of the time, was represented by a monstrous 
mouth with a movable jaw ... (Sharp Q@y ix) 

There were few critical judgements in Sharp's work. It was largely pIot sumumy with a few 

hypothhed remarks on staging and, occasionally, on authorship. He made one notable 

critical judgement about "Wmlom": 

.. however much ... rendered dull and obscure by tk introduction of religious 
dogmas, yet there are other parts that rise so vastly superior. ... the genius of 
the writer was necessarily cramped and restrained by the allegorizing nature-. 
through which nevertheless there Occasionally breaks out nahtral bursts of 
feeling and genius. (Sharp Dinby xxxii-xxxiii) 

This rejection of the religious elements and the cotresponding elevation of 'naturaI feeling' 

was a common critical response to the medieval drama In accord with Collier (who was also 

a member of the Abbotsford Club, far whom the volume was printed), Sharp judged that 

W i m n  must be later than the more bibIical Sad and Evlary W e n e  plays: "tk nature 

of the subject and stile of composition evidently bespeak a lam origin than the My- 

which precede it" (Sharp Dinby xlviii Sharp's work was the Eirst scholarship wKch focussed 

exclusively on the medieval drama. His editions and his work on the Coventry records 

opened a previously closed field; while he made few mistakes of his own, the generaking 

tendency of his time and the dearh of information beyond his mxanh tcnded to caase other 

w r k s  to use his work as the basis of a Iarge number of inaeasingIy untenable hypotheses 

aboutthedrama 

CoIlier's 1831 notice of the Towneley Second Shepherd's play brought it to 

351n 1836, Collier released a privately printed edition of 25 copies, tided 
s or (Larado11: for John Payne CoIlier, 1836) which contained the 

Chester "Antichrist", Dublin "Abraham's !3acrEcen, L h  C o d  "Maniage of the 
V i i ,  Towneley "Adoratio11 of d~ Shepherds" (the second SImepherds' pIayX and (MS 



be printed, and in 1836, this volume, only the third in their series, was The 

introduction suggested that the earliest ownership and composition of the MS wen 

connected with the cell of Augustinian canons at Woodkirk. tracing language traits in some 

of the plays "cspedally the Secun& Pastom" to the West Riding of Yorkshire (Tow&y 

I836 xi) and topogqbid alIusions in this play to Wakefield The wdta rewed h m  any 

On the general question of these Mysteries, and the important link which they 
coostmfft b e e n  the theatrical qnesentations of antient and modem times, 
and the light which they throw upon the manners and customs and religious 
opinions of their period, the reader is referred to the publications of Mr. 
Sharp, Mr. Markland, and Mr. Collier. (TO* 1836 xi) 

This edition added a new kind of scholanhip to th field; one which simply illmimed the 

manuscript, its language, and its provenance. There was no &tid commentary on the 

plays, no genaalidng upon their place in En* literature. 

This approach was limited to formal turtuaI editions; the first anthology of medieval 

plays indulged lavishly in specnlation. Wtlliam Marriott compiled most of the previousIy 

published plays into Co- of Plays or M&. The volume 

contained fFom Chester? Maridand's "Deluge" and C O W S  "Antichristw; h m  'Coventrytp 

Hone's "Joseph's Jealousyw and "Trial of Mary and Josephn and Sharp's "Pageant of 

Shcarma and Tailors"; fbm Towneley, tht Surtees Society's "Pharao". "Pastons" (second 

Had. 2253) Warrowing of HeI.ln. 

)6James Raine or J. Hunter ed To* M- (London: J.B. Nichols and Son 
for the Surtees Society, 1836) George Pollard, who rrsdited the plays in 1897, identified the 
editot of this volume as either James Rahr, the Sodety's m, or J. Huuter. There is 
no fincther evidence to 
confirm*. 

Warxiott, William A C ! ! I e P l a p r s o r -  Cu- 
* . 

v& To-. wthTwoof-Tp 
* .  R c f i x e d ( B a s e k  schweigimser 

&Co,andPads Brockhorscd 
Avedus, 1838) 
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Sharp, the "Candlemas Dayn and from ~odsle?, ~ohn Bale's "God's Promises". The volume 

was intended as a lecture-book, and introduced itself with the premise that the study of 

medieval plays was good, because 

the eziy Mirade plays &ord one of th best illustrations of the manners and 
customs of our forefsrtbers. Moreover, we learn from the opinions of om 
forefathers on various subjects, their manner of thinking, and are perhaps 
better enabled to judge the nate of the CiviIisatioa in which they were, than 
fiom other sources. (Manion 6) 

Discarding Warton's theo~y of origins, which placed the beginnings of medieval redigious 

drama in clerical jealousy somewhere in the eighth centmy. Marriott placed them in the fim 

centuries of the Christian era, arguing that biblica plays were in existence continuously 

thereafter, the earliest English versions being translations from French He stated 

authoritatively that miracle plays were pedornaed in Chesm around 1268, and tha? Towards 

the end of the h e t h  century, the religious ceremony of the Corpus Christi Play was 

instituted at York" (Maniott xiii)? Like Warton, he was concerned with the propriety, or 

apparent lack themof, that his medieval ancestors seemed to display in their tastes in drama: 

Wemttoftenwiththtchar;rtaofGodiathcse~andthis, according 
to our ideas, appean to be highly improper and even irreverent.. our 
f o r e f m  could have seen no great impropdety in it, or they would not have 
admitted k.. these plays were generally accustomed to be paformed every 
year, so that persons accustomed to behold them evay year h m  their 
earliest infancy, did not perreive those improprieties. .. (Marriott lvi-16) 

His arpIanarion of the pmence of apoayphal materials in the plays was similar to Hone's: 

There can be little doubt that the Apocrypha was chosen by the writers of 
r h c s c p l a y s a s b e s t ~ t o t h e ~  agesin whichtbeyappeand h m  

UDodsley, R A S&ct -d PlayS (London, 1744; npdntcd 1780,1825.) 
VOL 1,1-37. 

isprovidedinthattext PemapShewaswodting~mthepapaIinstitPtionoftheFeastof 
Corpus ChdSti m 1264. 



its containing more improbabiities and absurdities. (Marriott Ixi)& 

It is intereshg to note that although Markland had distinguished the Coventry Sheamen and 

Tador's pageant from those plays in the Ludus Coventriae MS. and in fact cast some doubt 

on that MS's connection with Coventry at all, Marrion joined the two under the heading of 

Coventry without any discussion. Marriott's work provided nothing that was new in either 

texts or ideas but it fimctioned to solidify belief in the hypohetical origin of English d .  

to provide the aginnings of a "canonn and to keep W m ' s  ideas, now sixty years old, still 

current md authoritative. 

In 1838, Thomas Wright edited a volume of continental Lath plays and poetry titled 

'. Although 

only slightly related to the subject of the development of criticism of medieval English 

drama, this volume demonstrates the growth of intenst in the subject ia g e n d  It came as 

a d t  of the view that the English plays were an outgrowth of liturgical plays. 

These [Latin] dramas arc. enpppdjngiy valuable illustrations of the histocy 
of br stage at that rrmotc pcdod. They a&nd m by Ear the earliest spedmcn 
of a xries of collsequent plays founded on subjects of Saipture history, and 
are doubtlessly the first draughts of what afterwards produced such 
c011edions as the Towrrley, Coventry and Chester Mysteries. (Wright, Epdy 
Mvsteries. vii) 

Wright went on in 1843 and 1847 to produce an edition of the Chester Mysteries, which is 

discussed below, 

EarIy Iiterature te~earch was now becoming fashioaab1e in certain circiesaC The 

activities of FmmivaII, Hdhdl-Phillips. Wright and other scholars of the eady drama 

widened the canon of En@ litaaturr by making the texts avaiMIe; Fumivaa m particular 

'"Mauiott's next topic was nudity in the Chests Adam and Eve play; it would appear tbat 
he was copying Warton's thoughts m precisely the order m which he fomd them. 

% Camden Society was established in 1838; the Percy Society in 1841; the 
&kegare Society in 1841. 



made medieval studies an attractive avenue of study for many younger scholars by mtans 

of his "generous concern for the lives of ordinary peopled3 (Faulkner 157). As well as 

founding the Early English Text Society, which published first editions of most of rhe 

Mid& English drama (and a vast number of other works in Middle English), Fumivail also 

started the Chaucer New S b k q x ~ ,  Browning, and Ballad Societies and was instmmental 

in getting the immense project of the Oxford English Dictionary starkd? Fumivall drew 

crowds of people into his ventures, bringing early Eaglish litaatun to them as a form of 

missionary work in orda to improve their intellectual lives and moral welfare. 

the buoyant fervour and piety with which he had lived the evangelical life 
was now ndincted with fit&, optimistic and compensatory energy to more 
secular ends= the celebration and reclamation of the golden ages of England 
peopled with noble, heroic ancestod 

In 184 1, James Orchard HalliwelI-Phillips produced C o v m :  A -on of 

F w v  at Coven on the Feast of Cows ~hd$i& for the 

Shakcspcarr society? HaIliwd-Phillips was an energetic collector of early documents and 

manuscripts whose work eventually focussed exclusively on Shakeqeads biography. In 

his introduction, he dealt lightiy with the tmceRainty of the plays' comection to Coventry, 

=yiog 

%ter Father "The Paths of Virtue and Early English': F J. F u m h d  aad Victorian 
Medievalism" in From Me&d to &&&an. 0 0 

eci. John Simons (London: MacMillan 
Rcs Ltd. 1992) 144-158. 

Murray a Web of W e  (New Haven CT: Yale University Press, 
1970) 

Wright and John Payne CoIIier were as0 members of the Shakespeare Society 
atthispoint 



If then we have not complete and absolute evidenoe that Ludus Coventriae 
is not the proper title of these Mysteries, yet the probabilities are greatly in 
favour of the correctness of this appeIlation, and no urgent reasons have been 
given for any different conclusion. (Halliwell-Phillips, Cov- viii) 

He noted that "Mr. Sharp has also printed a Coventry play of a later date, which does not 

contain [this] dialectical peculirotyn (Halliwell-Phillips, COV- ix), but never questioned 

the by-now solid ivssumption that these plays w a p  pafofmed by the Grey Friars in Coventry. 

He also attempted to sort out the disarpandes in the numkring of the plays which the MS 

contained by reorganizing the division pints between plays, which resulted in "the opinion 

that there is more discrepancy between the Rodamation and the compilation as we have it 

than is in fact the case." (Block, xxx) Whether this effect was the intended purpose of his 

reorganization is impossible to demonstrate; but he did go on to argue: 

If the opinion I k formed of thdr locality be correct, I can account for this 
[the Proclamation "in N. towne"] by supposing that the prologues belong to 
another series of plays, or that these mysteries were occasionaLIy p e d o d  
atothaplaces. Thesummariesofthepageants,aspiveninthePrOl~arr 
often confusedly numbaed; and it must be confessed that the conclusion 
would suit a company of stroIling players much bena than the vendIe  
order of the Grey Friars. (HaUiwell-Phillip$ C o v w  xi) 

In other words, by exacabating the codision in numbering, he could sepmte the hlogue, 

leaving the plays themselves still safely ensconced with the Grey Frian at Coventry. The 

&a of his work on this MS war less to hold the plays up to laughter fmm the m v e  

of rational Protestantism than to forably smooth out their incongruities in order to make 

them comprehen.ct%Ie. His notes o f f d  many sotmrs and dopies to references in the! 

text, and for, the first time since Sharp, the plays began to Iwk fascinating, rather than 

tedious or obscure or hpmper. As he put it, they were 

some of the most cuious and vaIuabIe relics of bygone times; not merely as 
importantRcordsofourstagc,butalsoas~uStratiag, inavayinteresting 
manner, the customs, language and manmrs of the periods to which they 
klong. (EIanheIl-PhiIlips, c m  i) 



~ e i n n ~ o f E d p r a t d - ~  DVes was f o d y  

the Town Clerk of the City of Yo& and was led by a government commission inquiry into 

the state of the Corporation of the City of York into an interest in the city's documents. The 

book was his first publication, and while it contained the records already cited by Drake in 

the m. it also contained many more which were not, both in the language of the 

originals and in translation, along with copious notes and remarks. Although his interest was 

clearly turned toward the movements of the royalty and the nobility, his book provided a 

selection of the civic records relating to the Corpus Christi play: details were suddenly much 

more available. At this point, only the York Scriveners' play was known to have surv ivd 

Davies approached the medieval plays in York as an interesting appendix to the political 

history of the city. He relied heavily upon previously published sources about the drama, 

especially Sharp, probably because their civic records-based approaches were so .rimnar. His 

analysis of the records was a narrative of growing civic tudiness which peaked with the 

visit of Friar William Meiton: 

h 1417, by thus removing a judicious restriction, it is highly probable that 
encouragement was given to the irregularities which at this period had 
become prevalent in the city dmi~g  the celebration of the festivd, and a few 
years afterwards were so gross as to call for ecclesiastical interference and 
censm. (Davies 241-242) 

His analysis diffezt~tiated the Corpus Christi procession from the play itself, identified the 

Guild of Carpus Christi and the Creed play, and provided an aocoant of t&e cnd of the plays 

which was based on the political shifts of the sixteenth century, rather than on the idea that 

their Iiterary fonn had been saperscded by the superior form of the morality play or the 

Eikbehm theatre* 

It was unquestionably, with the utmost reluctance, and after a protracted 

" ) r t w a s p u b l i s h e d b y C r o f t m ~ ( Y ( Y a  1791);HaIIiwelEPhiIlipsM 
itmthepriva&ypublishedyorkshire(London, 1851,twenty-fivecopies) 198- 
204; and it appead again m CoIIier's -. J.B. Nichois and Sons, 
1859) v.4, article 3. 



struggle? that the citizens of Yo& were ultimately coastrained to ~ h q u i s h  
the celebration of the Corpus Chdsti festival, which during nearly thme 
centuries they had regarded as the gnat holiday of the year. - the day on 
which their "pageants of delight were played. "... But the time had at length 
arrived when these representations9 in which the most sacred topics w a e  
treated with unbecoming familiarity? were no longer necessary as vehicles of 
instruction. and had become justly offensive to the taste and feelings of the 
more enlightened classes of the community. (Davies 278-279) 

Davies' work relied heavily on that of Collier and Sharp for information which did mt come 

from the Yo& records. When not speaking h m  personal research, he tended to incoprate 

the opinions and contradictious of the scholars who preceded him Thus, although the plays 

were 'justly offensive", he could as0 say of the Saiveners' Play, the only one he bad read. 

If it contain but a slender portion of poetic beauty, we shall search in vain for 
a single passage of either nialdry or blasphemy. The solemn and touching 
incident which it repments is treated with a sober devotional feeling. (Davies 
239) 

Daviest work added d#ails about the guilds and &motmated that the plays were m l y  

subjected to ecclesiascid control or interfkrence before the Reformation. His scholarship 

moved in the W o n  of specific? records-based analysis, rather than generalizing, theory- 

based views, and, with Sharp, he seemed to work on the bads of the idea that the plays could 

be better understood through the contextual Wormation provided by the civic records 

1843 also saw the release of the first volume of Thomas Wright's edition of the 

Chester play!? for the Sh&eqea~ Societ)rt the second followed in 1847. Wright 

appPoachd the plays for the sam three reasons which had been given so often by previous 

editors and commentators: 

The Mysteries and Miracle Piays of the middle ages possess an interest not 
OalyasilIustmtingthehistmyoftkstageinitsinfancy~ but as pictures ofthe 
maneas and condition of our f o d h k s ,  and as0 as mdicating the qyautity 
and peculiar chanrta of the religious knowledge m d d  into the 
populace in Catholic tims (Wright v) 

%mas Wright, ed., The A C o l k b ~  0fMyskrks F o & u  
eT-of-at 

(L~&D= Sheltespearr Society, voL 1 1843; voL 2 1847) 



Although Wright discarded the story of the connection of the Chester plays to John Ameway 

and Ranulph Higden as "too improbable to deserve our serious consideration" (Wright 

xvii), he tried to produce a generalized narrative of the development of English 

drama h m  his earlier work in the Latin plays. He was exceedingly noncommittal on the 

h e  points of when and how outdoor staging developed: 

The early religious plays, in their simpler firm, were played in ch- and 
the scene was laid in different parts of the building ... It is difficult to say at 
what time they began fim to be acted on stags.... At a later period we find 
rhat these stages were placed upon carts. (Wright Chester ix) 

Wright suggested that the Chester plays were, of the English plays, those most likely to be 

rransIations from Erench originals, but dimhed Collier's argument for a theory of direct 

transIatioa. Of their composition date, he said "the original mauuscript from which they 

were uspied was of the earlier part of the fifteenth or of the end of the fourteenth century." 

(Wright Chester xui) Wright seems to have subscn'bed to the theory that coarse medieval 

humour was added to the plays in order to hold the attention of the illiterate audience: 

When these compositions were written ia Latin-.. it was d c i c n t  to give a 
few sentences of simple dialogue, and the effect was produced by the acting. 
But when the religious plays were written in the language of the populace, 
more art was employed in the cormwion and embeILishmtnt of the piece, 
and droll characters and ridiculous speck  were intfbdtfced in order to 
produce mirth. (Wright Chester x i i i  The gross language hquclltIy put into 
the months of the women gives as bnt a mean opinion of the delicacy of the 
nmnners among tbe middle and lower classes in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. (Wright Chester xiii) 

This comment also suggests a distaste for the material: Noah's shrewish wife and the 

screstming women of tbe "Slaughter of the Innoceatsn were out of line with Victorian ideaIs 

of romantic chivalrychivalry Wright's scholarship was, however, a vast improvement on tbat which 

pmxded it. It is worth remmbtring tbat like so many other editors of literary society 

volumes, he worked voluntatily and without ~~mmemion.~' Wright made assessnents 

v d  2, Sixth Annual Report of the S h a k p r c  !hiety, explaining the long delay 
betweenthetwovob "TheSacietyhasneverdew,tedauypOrtionofits~t~the 
nemtnrerafjmof~emenwhohaveinthiswaygiven~~leaid, andit canhardly 
be expeaed that senrices medy grasPitous should be perfomled befibre those h m  which 



which were based upon the "phraseology aad forms of wordsw (Wright xvi), rather 

than upon the characta of the alleged writer* or the lack of evidence to the contrary, and he 

refr;tined altogether from simply guessing. (xxi) 

Wah the publication of these volums. scholarship in early drama moved into a new 

phase. It appeand that all, or nearly all, of the WCE had now been printed Until the 

appearance of Lucy Toulmin Smith's edition of the York plays in 1885, thae was an intervsrl 

of history-making, in which the f o w  of most e d y  drama scholarship was to explain and 

connect (if possible) the many bits of information which had become available in the past 

quarter century. The third quarter of the nineteenth century was also rht tirne when the study 

of English literanrre was becoming an academic discipliae; many comprehensive histories 

of English literaturr were written and the canon of study was estabIished. Although little 

new information was d e a d ,  these coqemdiums provide examples of critical approaches 

to the medieval drama during this period. 

Henry Moriey's was distinguished by a nationalist bias in its 

attempts to delineate English chamcter 

the NI mind of a nation is its literature; and we may be very sure that to a 
rmt history of the literatme of any corntry must bedong a distinct recognition 
of the national chamcter that lmdedies iL gives coherence to it all, and 
throughout marks with strength its individuality. (MorIey I) The student of 
English I i m  then, should look for thc characmisaic mind of the nation.. .. 
speaking at divers times, but always straight from English lips to English 
ears- (Modey 5) 

Modey formd that the English mid, as exhriited in English liteemtrr beyond practical sociaI 

demands was " k 1 y  open to religious influence, and was as practical then as it is 

nown(Modey 6); chx%zhed by "the detembd protest against wrong which forms the 

bone and m m w  of our Ihemtue'' (Modey 8); steady, spirihlal, adaptive to its 

circumstances, and yet clear-sighted and independent in its moral views M o w s  p l a .  

em01uments are derived." 

=Hemy Mow,  E l m i l w w E -  
Fo- ofF-. London= (Chaprmm and Ha& 1864) See 

csp. VoL I. 



metaphors anthropomorpW both the literaaae and the language: "Broadchested English 

has dowed its lungs fire play, and will be strapped up in the leather covering of no man's 

dictionary" (Moriey 54); he examined the influence of other literatures, partidariy those of 

Erance and Italy, in order to discern what was uniquely English. 

Despite Wright's recently published scepticism, Modey called the Qsta plays "Ibe 

oldat series of English Mysteries.., tht plays acted in Qster at Whitsuntide." (Morley v.2 

pt. 1 349) He unquestioningly reproduced the HigQdArneway story as fact and 

chrPdcterized the plays as tragic. The Wakefield Second Shepherds' play was 

the most interesting of aII Miracle Plays that have come down to us. Omit 
the angels' song and the Adoration and the= remains a farce with a p l o ~  It 
is a rough pictun of real life, no do* but red life mirrored in a dramatic 
story, a true little drarm and the earliest that is to be found in our language. 
Its sentiments show it to be the work of a man whose sympathies were 
strongly with the people. (Morley v.2, pt. l,36 1-362) 

Morley provided another critical reason to examine the medieval drrrma: the political 

identification with the people'. He called it "for about three centuries... one of the liveliest 

expressions of a maia part of the mind of the English people." (Modey v.2, ptl.  36nS 

What d e r  writers had termed 'the manners of our forefathers' was now becoming 

&OCUSSed in a way that distinguished the sober and devotional shows of 'the people' fiom 

the en-& of the court- Ibe people' wexe the danaratc repmientatives of the new 

group of middle-cIass scholars who were making the study of English literat~te into an 

academic disciplinen 

Lucy Toulmia Smith's fist pubLCation was the completion in 1870 of her fa tMs 

work on the Eariy English T u ~  Society edition of m. In ha introduction, she 

%ee Terry Eagleton, m- (Mmeapok University of 
Mirmesoh Press, 1983) chapter one for a dkusion of this development 



explained the relationship of their shared interest in the medieval gilds to the contemporary 

development of the trade unions, using tbe historical material (just as Ruskin had) as a guide 

to correct her own society: 

In the midst of the pexplexing problems presented by modern Trades- 
unionism, and the dangers to enterprise and manly Lr'bcrty ttrreatened by its 
restrictive rules, my f-, who knew that Englishmen can "never appeal to 
their fathers in vain, when they earnestly invoke the spirit of solid freedom," 
saw how the ancient ptinciple of aSSOciatioa, more than a thousand years OM, 
had been in use as a living practice among the commoa folk, that it had been 
"a part of the essential life of England", the work wouId "by examples, give 
invaluable practical hints to sincere men" and workers now. (Smith Gilds 
xiii) 

In 1870, the existence of the Ashburnham MS of the York cycle was apparently still 

unknown to her, for she descriibed the play cycle which is mentioned by the Corpus Christi 

guild ordioaoces as "a dumb show of set pieces in an m y  of pageantsw (Smith C;llds 137), 

and attniuted the 270 pages of names of the guild's "brethren and sisteren" to "the love of 

show and pageant" and "a departure from the very narrow spirit of the original ardinances." 

(Smith 142) She criticised the ordiaances for their "tedious scholastic disquisitioa.. 

subtleti =...[a nd lack ofJ common sense and good feeling of the Iaityw (Smith GiIds 140). 

These judgements illustrate her tendency to evaluate source texts on a scale which moved 

fkom very uncomfortable, catholic, superstitious materid at its base, toward secuiar, 

naturalistic and humanist values at its pinnacle: what was perceived to be che best was that 

in which one's reflection as a sensillbe Anglican was most dearly visibIe. The Church (and 

~fo~schoIasticism)was~bad;thenman,hisurperiencesasanindividuaIandhis 

"naturalw desire to fonn groups for mutual htlp were good. The medieval drama therefore 

0ccupied.a tenuous posi t io~ although it was an example of cooperative social orgaaizadon, 

and could often be read as a provider of examples of everyday experience, it also carried the 

stigma of Catholicism, and was cdticised for the presence of such 'tedious scholastic 

disquisitions". 



condemned the plays for their attempt to "realize" what to him were matters of abstracted 

faith: 

These plays.-- abound in evidence of the rudely material concepti011~ of the 
age in which they were produced. Such above aU is to be found in the 
repulsive rrproduction in action of an extraordinary legend in the [N-Tow 
Salrcration and Resu~rectiotz. Compared with such instances of a tendency 
to reduce every mystery of the faith to a rralized actuaIity, all mere 
ansrrbn,ni.rmc or oddities of ignomce are insignifcant, These mysteries 
teach, m their way, the Itsson which the mange oaths of the Middle Ages 
teach in another, that a constant famitiarity with the bodily presentment of 
saaed persons and things bred a material grossness in the whole aesthetical 
atmosphere of the people. What seems to us so profme in the readiness of 
our forefathers to allow the highest conceptions of religion to be assodated 
with the crudest aacmps at reproducing them in bodily form, was tk nsult 
of an aesthetic, rather than a religious deficien cy... (Ward wry of EnpliSh 
L m  v. l,44) 

Ward's criticpe clarified the discomfort with what earlier critics had often c f d  

"impropdefyW. Ward had sem the pdotmance at Obaammrgau and his -on of the 

Christ m this wma&xW presentation was "beyond praise, and on the level of d y  bigh art". 

(Wd of v. l,49)n This Rotestaat discomfort with the Catholic 

materiality embodied by the sacrament which Corpus Christi debrated had a profound 

effect on the way the plays were tmted, both critically and to an even greater extent, in 



Fumivall's 1882 introduction to the Digby play? demoeoostrated this bias, and it also 

descr i i  the Victorian solution to the problem: Shakespeare. 

But to every play-per and every student of the drama a l l  the old Mysteries 
have an interest indeqendent of their literary merit. They show him the 
stories and scenes in which his forefathers before and up to ShaLspcrr's time 
were content to find edification and amusement. They prove to him that 
these old plays wae but pam of the Romish Church service, developt and 
taken out into the stnets. They give him the origin of that mixluR of comedy 
in deepest tragedy, and of tragedy in highest comedy, nay in roaring farce, 
which is a leading note of Shalrspms drama, and which so shocks the 
classicist critics of Romanticism. And if these Digby Mysteries, being poorer 
than the Towneley, point to the decay of the old religious drama in England, 
the student sees in that only the greater need for Shakespere to arise, replace 
thtoid~gioninnwiththtnewHumanity,and~ashisfhemsrheloves, 
fcars, hates, ambitioas of men, the World and its Ruler, instead of Judeaica 
and its King. (FumivaH Piphy viii) 

Despite the opening sentence of this quotation, Furnivall never discussed the literary 

merit of these plays. His interest in them was purely drawn h i n  the context of their 

relationship with ShaLespearr's work. He demonstrated again the now-standard appraisal 

of the Towndey plays: the Second Shepherd's Play appead less devotional for its farcical 

content; it was therefore more like "Iitaatunn and superior; by extension, the entire MS 

seemed to benefit. 

The existence of the MS of the York plays was known to some extent for quite a 

while before its In 1843, Wright mentioned what turned out to be the York 

plays: "I think it pbab1e also that other sets exist one, said to be the oldest yet known, 

publishcan (Wright chests 1) kC Cawley aedited Sir Fkderick Madden, head of the 

Depattment of Manuscripts at the British Museum h m  1837-1866, with the discovery in 

TJ. FtmhdI, ed. The D@v PI- ( M y  English Tart Society es #70 Oxford 
University Press, 1882,rrisslled 18%) Thistext was m i m x i i b y  KarIManr'sdanghta, 
Eleanor. 

Cawiey, "Thorrsby and Later Ownas of the Mamsu@ of the Yorlr Plays @L 
Addi t id  MS 352%)" 

* 0 1 1 (1980) 74-85. 



1842-1844 that this manuscript was that of tht plays performed in Yo&  adde en's jotrrnals6O 

related how. when in 1844 the MS became available, a bookseiler named Rodd had plaaned 

to purchase iG have Madden edit it and then reseil it to the British Museum, but was out-bid 

by Thorp, an agent of the fourth Earl of Ashbumham: 

By this arrangement, the MS will be secured to the Museum at a moderate 
price, Rodd wil l  have the benefit and merit of the publication, Mr. HaUiwell 
will be kept in the background, and I shall put 1W in my pocket; besides 
obtaining the credit of Editor of a volum anxiously looked-for. This was our 
wd-~~nCOCted (as we thought) and judicious plan, but the result was fatal to 
our hopes.... MS.O.QIE!!! Purchased by Thorpe on commission, against Rodd 
and Sir F L .  I am exrPPrIingly momfied at this unlooked-for in terference... 
I rmst the owner will not lock it up in imitation of Mr. Bright (Cawiey. 
'Thoresby and Latu Owners..." p.84) 

As it Mned out, the fourth Ead of Ashbumham bought the MS privately in 1847 for 35M 

and then did lock it up. Although its existence was known to a few scholars, it was 

completely unavailable for about the next forty years. In 1860, HalliweN-Phillips mentioned 

it briefly in his of 0- m BlOf or in . C . . '' as "a collection 

of Old English mysteries exhibited by the incorporated trades of the City of York on the 

festival of Corpus Chris& in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuriesw, noting only that "A MS. 

copy of them, transcncbed in the year 1553. is in the possession of Lord Ashburnham", and 

refadng the reader back to Thornby's m-. In 1871, Hazlitt lamented that 

have had a most ~~lfbrtunak destiny in being xaaed by successive owners. 
It is to be- that they werenot seared, whentkyocntmdforsak 
about twenty years ago, for the national l imy ,  since only one of the York 
series, the Scriveners' play, exists in a duplicate copy2 

6QBodleian Library MSS Eng. hist c 155 (I 842) and c. 157 (1844); amads pataining 
to the Yo& MS are published in C a w y s  article, 

6iJames Orchard Halliwell-PbiIIips A of 0- m m d  
(London= John IZlrsseIl Smith, 1860) 279. 

%omas warton, of EQpliSb Poepy ed. w. Carew HazLia (Londo11: 
Reeves and Turner, 1871) 224. 



The fourth Earl of Ashburnham, who was "notorious for denying scholars access to his 

manuscripts" (Cawley 89) died in 1878. It was the fifth Earl of Ashburnham who 

W y  gave Lucy Toulmin Smith permission to edit the MS, which eventually came into the 

Museum's possession in 1899 for 121f Cawley explained the rise in its value between 1764 

(1. If) and 1844 (305f) as a result of the rise in appreciation of "Gothic poetryn during the 

k s t  four Qcades of the nineteenth century: "by 1844 the only Corpus Christi cycle not yet 

published, as a whole or in part, was the manuscript volume of the York plays." (Cawley 

80) Perhaps the later fall in its value was related to the fact that all of the other 

plays had been edited forty years ago, and the "gothic" was somewhat less fashionable. 

The process through which Lucy Toulmin Smith secured permission to edit the 

Ashbumham MS of the York cycle remains obscure, and the woman herseff is 

Lucy Toulmin Smith (1838-1911) was born in Boston Mass., while her father, Joshua, 

resided in America between 1837-42. She apparently never married. Her bibIiographyH 

reveals that after completing her father's work, she continued to edit medieval manuscripts 

and demonstrates that she worked with FumivaIl for several years and shared his enthusiasm 

for the study of English as a form of self-improvement From 1894 until her death in 191 1 

*See John Foster Kirk A to t o s  
- -  

of E m  . . 
. . Literature (PhiIedelphia: J. Lippincott & Co, 1902) 11: 

1361. 

( i i  and glossary) Early EngIish Texts Society, 1870 
sKaiendared.CamdenSociq, 1872 

aria by C.M. @I*, (2nd edition revised and enlarged by Lucy To& 
Smith) London: New Shakespere Society, 1879,4-2,3 

Y w  d Md (%redon, 1885 
A h n d o n  188% 

ed. ofBromeed. Trlibner, 1886 

W W  . . ed. with Pad Meyer. with Padot, 1889 
by JJ. hmerand (tram. and aaAcrt about a third 

of new London: TI. Uwvin, 1892 
Wales of J-361 B ed Londo11: G, Bell, 1906 



at the age of 73, she was the Liirarian of Mancbester College, Odmd Her 

Iamented that "Her services to Engiish schoIarship and literature were altogether out of 

proportion to her notoriety", which is still fiusaatingIy the case. 

In 1882, a press release in The a n n o d  that the MS would be edited by 

Lucy Toulmin Smith and outiined its most interesting features: five plays in common with 

the Towneley series, and the pnseacc of The c o d o n  to the Towneley plays and 

the long delay in publication made the edition something of an event. The Towneley plays 

had Iong been identified as the 'best' of the medieval bfilical drama, mainly due to the comic 

appeal of the Second Shepherds' PIay; here at last was a posslile clue to their authorship. 

The York collection being perfect, it may be expected that it will serve to 
correct the Towneley set - many of the plays in which are imperfect... - as 
well as to supply useful variations in readings for the parallel plays. (anon. 
Academv 10) 

The York plays did not emerge into a vawum; medieval biblical plays were aIready a 

somewhat known quantity, and their relationship with the Towneley plays provided 

immediate value and a direction in which scholarship couid move. 

Lucy Toulmin Smith's editio princep~67 was a good one: it was republished in 1%3, 

redned the standard until Richard Beadle's m 1982, and is still used as a teaching edition, 

Her scholarship, like that of Sharp and Wdght and Davis, was unobtrusive and specific, 

reriant on the civic doarments and disinclined to pacticipak in contentious debates about the 

origins of drama She said "It would be out of place here to enter into any disquisition on 

the history or origin of the religious dram, even in England, which have been heated by 

various writas" (Smith xliri, referdag the reader to Collier, Wad, Warton, Wright, Mauiott, 

Thmsday December 21,191 I, I Ic. 

~ T o P l m i n S m i t b , d  plavs:&kc- . * -  of- h e  14th. t5th. (Mi 
CtaremdonPress, l885,reissaedNY: RusseH&Rt~& 1963)- 



Sharp, and HalliweU-Phillips. She presented the plays as not only superior to the other 

medieval biblical plays, but also to much of the poetry of their time, the work of a single 

author. They were "the most complete English coUectionn (Smith xliii), "more direct and 

simple" (Smith xlvii), "wae W y  [than Towneley] to be the original source" (Smith xlvi); 

they "compare favourably in diction, and eatainly so in verse, with the better sptdmns of 

Middle English Northem poetryn (Smith 1); "ObsavaPt of human nature and sympathetic ... 
the author had considerable play,. he displayed not a M e  dramatic power in the 

arrangement of scenes" (Smith Iv). This was a hdamentd  shift in approach to the plays. 

Although she could still see "the value of the religious plays and players in leading up to 

what is called 'the regular d d " ,  her f a w  was armed toward the idea of voluc. Her praise 

for the text was designed to dismiss the "-cary aatmnt" (Smith xliii), "hard words" 

(Smith 1) and "ignorant sneersw (Smith lv) of previous scholarship by demomtrahg that 

these plays were "fke h r n  much of the coarse jocularity and popular incidentw. "cast in a 

poetic form with sLill and power of a higher levelw (Smith xiiv), and of "native growthw, 

unlikely to have been "translated or introduced from Francew (Smith I). This . . .  
C 

preference for the homegrown forms also showed in her description of the verse: 

tht unknom author, whoever he was. possessed much skill in v d d o n  
at that period when the old allitaation of the English, altered though it were 
from its earliest forms, was still popular, yet when tht poet had found the 
charms of rime, and the delights of Fiench verse allured him to take on new 
shackles while casting off the old. (Smith xlvi) 

Ha descdption presented the plays as worthy by making them as EnEnglish. as civic, and as 

liak controIIed by the Catholic church as posslile; a nawsary response to earlier aitiques 

which dismissed medieval biblid drama for its posiiIe comections to the church and 

France- 

The aspect of the plays' mataiality provoked fascipaton and discomfoa; whik "the 

d e n t  represelltation of a heavy manual job by a set of rough worlana in the Cmdixion" 

m g  of wedges and mmtices" had to be lmdcntood in tk amtext of Roman Catholic 

rites and procesions in Malta (Smith xlb). This ambivalence was a new step toward 



understanding the plays, in contrast with Ward's violent dismissal of Catholic materiality. 

As her previous work on demomtmted, she had a popular, democratic 

interest in the lives of common people in the middle ages. One of the values of the text was 

its ability to mrmect her to the experiences of these people. The plays wae "a part of the life 

of the peopIen (Smith xliii). She says We can picture the people expectant, listening with 

eyes and ears for the entry and the mt of the hero of the piecen (Smith Ivi); "touches of 

cumnt life and usage here and b e  stand out amid the ancient story**.. Note too the sturdy 

common morality that will not tedl a lien (Smith 163; "The pictun of these good f o k  up at 

half past four on a summa morning ready to act their parts one after another reminds us of 

Ober-Ammergau, in strong contrast to the habits of the modern stage." (Smith xxxiv) It is 

"an interesting relic of our early literature and social lifew; even the process of making the 

edition itself had been 

animated by the true gild-spirit of mutual help; if the reader is enabled by 
these pages to calI up any Me-picture of the art and litaanrn so essentially 
a product of the people, maintained by means of the old English gild-spirit, 
to these modan brethren let him give honour due. (Smith Ix) 

Lucy Toulmin Smith spoke as a part of the larger movement which developed the study of 

English literature as a social mission, "the poor man's Uassics" with its emphasis on 

"solidarity between the social classes, the dtivation of larger sympathies', the installation 

of national pride and the tr;lllsmission of moral virtues." (EagIeton 27) She was inkrested 

in the plays more for thtir connection with the guilds than for their linguistic or religious 

content a d  ba edition provided abundant evidence of ha own populist political ideology- 

F w t k  scholarly endeavors of tttis sort came in the form of the publidon of the records of 

the City and guilds of YorL Through this edition, the York cycle entaed and remained for 

decades in the canon of medieval drama as a pdmary utetnplar of Nonhan poetic forms, 

pop& sincere religious materid and danoaatic Coapaatio~ 



Chapter Two 

The Search for the Source: Evolution and Early Yo* Cycle Scholarship 

Between 1885, when Lacy Toulmin Smith's edition of the York plays was published 

and 1933, when Karl Young's J'he --Val appeared the field of 

medieval drama was established as an area of academic litemy study. The most obvious and 

enduring legacy of the period is Darwin's theory of the evoiution of species. Neady all of 

the scholady work of the early twentieth centrny bean its stamp in one way or another; the 

aspccts of the Yo& plays which wen the most heavily studied were studied because they lay 

at critical points in the literary appiication of this theory. Although it is difficult and 

dangerous to generalize, and the use of a chronological arrangement almost invariably 

suggests some prognssivist asumptions, the materials of this chapter are aaanged 

chronologically in order to demonstrate not only development, but a h  the sense of many 

voices participating concurmtiy in interIinked discourses. Personalities emerged and 

vanished, or became eLIShrined; tentatively off& theory became assumption and then 

dogma; historical deve1opments were reflected in scholarly nationalism. Early Yo& cycle 

scholarship witnessed the origins of records resear& of discourse on "realismn and comedy, 

of textual relations b e e n  the Yo& and Towneky plays, and primarily, of discourse on 

the historical development of the text of the Yo& piays. Most studies were motivated by the 

search for sources, for aginaipgs. These w a t  (ii various combinations) the liturgical 

tropes, Mmaclllarprose axmmts l ik  the Gospel of NicOdemus, a lost "parentn cycle, even 

(rather fIakily argued) the Chesm cycle, or the Byzantine baitage of the ancient Greek 

dramatic tradition (!) ObviousIy, the qrrality and impact of studies fiom this time varied a 

nst of the cycles was somwhat aaichactic. Tht first response to the new edition was an 

anonymous and t m d d  review in The which d e d  it 

a bandsome octavo voium, with a most valuable contniution to English 
literame- It is impoYibIe to read any page of the leamd introdPCtion, 
extendingovasomse~t)3t~pages~bciagimpresscdwahthevcy 



high qualifications that the editor has brought to the formidable task, and the 
thoroughness and zcal with which she has applied the m,... The work will 
doubtless become the standard edition of the Yo& Miracle plays.' 

The next review was somewhat more specific. Joseph M2, of the ManChester School, 

thought the text philologically important because "it affords abundant aad valuab1e 

ihmation of the Nonhera dialect in the fifteenth century." (Hall 448) Beyond his praise for 

the tat,  he added a number of suggestions, the most significant of which was the question 

of how the texts of the five matching Towneley plays were temporally reiated to those of the 

York cycle, While Lucy TouImin Smith had suggested that the Towneley plays were 

borrowed fiom the York, Hall dissented: 

... these plays in the York version are more aIliterarive than the Towneley 
ones,.. Now, as "the law of progress in alliterative poetry is firom lines cast 
in a loose mould to lines cast in a strict one" (Skeat, preface to Joseph of 
Arimathie, p. X) this would lead us to infer that the York plays m their 
present shape are lata than the corresponding Towneky ones. (Hall 449) 

Hall as0 questioned the theory that the plays were aII  written by the same author, and 

included a section of textual emendations of "the o h  easy corrections which will turn 

n o w  into sense-" (MI 450) k i n g  the next few years, a series of G e m  schoIars 

added thekernendations to the text, based on metrical variances, rhyme patterns, and o h  

simpie clarifications of meaning? This textual interest in Middle En@ etymology and 

'rmon "York Plays" rev. of Y- of w g  ed. Lucy ToPlmin Smith. 
The 59 (9 October 1886) 1346-1 347. 

'I have not consulted these articles In bis edition, @39,40,44) Beadle d e s c n i  them 
as foIIoWs Kamrmn, Y- (1887), (188on on sources 
also appead in BPplia 10 (1888) 198-226; Hokmen, BEfhir 75 (1890) 425-428 and 76 
(1891) 280-282 - Lengoage, apo~yphal and leg- SO- K 6 I b i n g v  
20 (1895); HoMdd && 1 1 (1889) - d c a t i q  H d c h ,  
(1886) - supplem- comments an langtlage; Hohharrscn and KBlbing - emendations 
made on purely metrical gropnds which are g d y  rmacccprabIe, see K Lrddr "Zm 
TadLritiL der Spiele von York" BpOlia 22 (1899) 384-391- A spot check of five cases 
dedmneinwbich  BeedleacceptedHan'srCarting. 
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meter originated in the immense project of the New English ~ictionary'. 

In 1890, Alfred W. Pollard published a popular and long-lived anthology of medieval 

play8 which defined the place of the plays in dramatic history. Pollard believed that there 

was no connection between the classical drama of Greece and Rome and the Eufopean 

dramatic tradition, between "the names of Aeschylus and SMespea~." He argued that "the 

[RomanJ stage was something too vile and hom'ble for any attempt to Christiania! it." 

(Pollard xi Pollard saw the beginnings of European drama in the tropes of h e  liturgy, and 

identified the space into which the "missing Iink" of the theory fitbxk 

During these two centuries [late 12th - late 14thl a great change had been 
wrought in the plays and the manner of tkir performance, with a graduaI 
evolution of which we are only impcrfkdy acquainted .... Gradually, the 
players left the Church and its precincts and performed in any convenient 
open spclces about the t o n . .  No Engiish pIay which has been preserved to 
us contains any mark of its representation by clerical actors. (Pollard xxiii-xv) 

Darwin's theory of evolution, and the pfesdonaIization of studies in English literature 

brought about a great desire to mdemand the texts of the plays "scientificallyw; to decipher 

their etymological and metrical codes in orda to explain their evolution, As the theory of 

evolution was understood progressivcIy, sa SO was its literary analogy: forms developed 
. . 

from primitive to complex, h m  lower to higher. Literary Darwrrusm justified a canon 

time. Thus Pollard called for a study which wodd devote attention to 

the relations of the different cycles to each other, zuad of the diffhnt parts of 
thesamecycietothtwfiol~Each~asitbascome&m to us must be 
regarded as an orgmtic growth ra tk  than as the work of a single author. 
(Pollard xxx) r ics  mine] 

Pollard took Yo& to be the "standard of comparisonw (Pollard xxx), and hrpochesized that 

4see Eljza&h Muttay m a Web of Won& (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1970). 
Lucy Totllmin Smith thauked J.A.H. Mmray in her e d i h  "for valuable assistance with the 
Glossary as well as other acts of fiiendship." (Smith Yodr Ix) 

SAlfied W. Pollard, ed. a . * 
(Oxfbrd: 

CIarenQnPress, 1890) This&IogyinchrdedtheYorkBarkerSPlayofthe~mand 
F d  ad pvided samples h m  each of the cycles up to the point of the! Anmmchion. 



"the modish compiler of the T o d e y V  or Woodkirk cycle, borrowed from a cycle now lost, 

wbich used to be wormed at Wakefieldn: or that "the cycle [is] a composite onew (Pollard 

xxxvi). He found in both York and Towneley "vigour and od gipality... little pathos. but 

much humour... especially rich in those interpolations on the scripture narratives, in which 

the dramatists felt themselves frceb"(Po1lard xxxvi) His anthology included the Yo* 

Barlras' Play of the Creation and Fall, in which he found "dramatic vigour, ... and a certain 

homely grandeur of style." (PoUard, 177) The evolutionary metaphor left Pollard with the 

self'aatradictory necessity of emphasizing the primitive and yet promising qualities of the 

tun The use of vigow suggested a form of life pulsing in its words; the word a p p d  

fresuently in treatments which were innuenced by the evolutionary approach. 

The first major English-Ianguage study of the English mystery plays was Charles 

Davidsonts Ph.D. thesis6. Davidson synthesized the work of the German pbllo1ogistsV 

especially ~ohlfeld' in deve1oping his thesis that the various strata of revisions in the York 

and Towneley cycles could be scparatcd fbm one another by prosodic zdysis, and 

specifically by tracking the use of a stanzaic form wbich he identified as the "Northern 

scptenar stanzan; thus the existing texts could be dhected to provide the narrative of their 

own evolution. 

The metrical stmctme they could reduce to ruins, but could not destroy 
beyond the possibility o f ~ o n .  If, M o r e ,  the individpality, locality 
and relative date of stanzaic structures were once established, a spn kcy 
would be placed m thc hands of the investigator, through which he could d 
the s~aea of the cycles. (Davidson 173) 

For Davidson, the "sure key" took the following f o m  

this ~ @ t b n , u g h d ~ p ~  ofwhichone phase at a t i m  
domhatedthewdmsofitsday. Sincethe~e~~atlSestagesofthtsam~a 
are found in the present Yo& cycle, it becomes possible to date the plays 

da Vahaltnisscs der york-rmd ~owneley-~piek" 1 1 (1889) 219-3 10. 



relatively to each other by their stanzaic structwe. @avidson && 137) 

By identifying the pfesence of the Nodern septew. Davidson concluded: 

1. That that was a parent cycle of plays at Yo& 
2 That Wakefield and Tme Coventry borrowed certain plays h m  this cyde. 
3. That this cycle was the work of one author. (Davidson 138) 

Having identified the parent cyc1e8. "the co~ections between the four cycles now reveal 

thanselves, and the commanding position of the York plays can no longer be questioned." 

@avidson && 173) The parent cycle was the hypothetical "missiog linkn which fUed 

the temporal gap between the liturgical Latin plays and the extant vemacuk texts; a 

reconstructed, purified, authorial Ur-text of the verndar  plays. Davidson's work was 

groundbreaking and extremely influential. His readings of the texts were impressively 

thorough; the Yo& plays. formerly an obscllrr area suited only for antiquafia and 

philologists became a viable and neady untouched field for academic study by students of 

English litaaturr. Having been provided with a "keyn to the "secrrts of the cycles", other 

academics, partidarly Americans Mce Davidson, produced further studies on this model, 

and much of the early twentieth-century discourse about the Yo& plays became heavily 

dominated by prosodic analysis and discussions of the inter-relationships of the cycles, 

particularly of Yo& and Towneley. 

In 1895. HE CobIentz, one of Davidson's students, published a set of emendatiod, 

WE. CobIentz, "Same Suggested Rime Emendations to the Yo& Mystery PIays" 
-u 1@2 (FebrPary, 1895) 77-81. 



and an index" to the rhymes of the "parent cycle". His work "was compiled with the 

intention of contributing toward the fuller scimtific study of the period" (Coblentz "Rime- 

Index" 487; italics mine). His process of "correction" was as foIlows: 

The mrs are of various kinds; emrs of insertion, trapsposition, substitution, 
partid alteration and scribal errc,rs. The scribal errors are both dialectal and 
due to carelessness, Of the latter, enws of carelessness, nothing need be said, 
but the dia led  emm are quite important. The plays were northern in their 
origin, while the scn'bes were often of southern birth and education. It was 
most nannal therefore, that a southern scrii in copying a manuscript of a 
play should often substitute southem forms and spellings for the old and 
correct northern forms and speIlings. 

Errors arising from substiattion and partial alteration are also 
impoaant The s c r i i  whenever the text did not suit their task, took the 
hcberty to change the verse or rim to their idea of correct verse or rime. 
Often whole stanzas and verses are entirely or partially re-arranged, or 
entireIy new stanzas and vases are substimted. These caa genaally be 
dctccted by a change from tht nanaal four-messed and three-stmaxi vases 
but when the cim only has been altered, it is morr di£€icult to find the 
original rime-word. They may be found sometimes by a comparison with the 
WoodLhk cyde, which often nzains the old noithem form, but more o h  by 
comparing the rime-series containing similar rimes. In all cases wbae 
emendations are suggested, I have endeavoured to give a d c i e n t  number 
of other rim-series in which the sam word or words occur, to veri@ the 
emendatioa (Coblentz "Emndationsw 77-78) 

This approach to the text pemritted it to be 'concctcd' on the basis of sufEcientiy Ieamed 

opinion. During the next two years, two more sets of emendations, and a brief study of the 

Davidson's promise that the secrets of the US could be unrixveIIed through prosodic 

analysis was tspedally attradive because the proass which created tht Towmeley cycle, 

with its brilliant comedy and its matching set of plays might f h d y  be explained The 

history of the Yo& cycle's cdticism is thus linked with that of Towneley; its next major step 

'WE C o b l w  "A Rime-Index to the Tarent Cyde" of the YakMjstery Plays and of 
a Partion of the W e  C o ~ O C j O  et Cipitto." of- 

. . 
. . 1&4 (1 895) 487-557. 



omr in the release of the Early English Text Society's edition of the Towneley plays". Its 

dedication: T o  the memory of William Morris, who loved these playsw, highlights the 

uneasy allia~ce in Pollard's introduction of the old antiquarian and the new scientific ways 

of approaching the text. Pollard followed the rule that 

it was practically impossible for a play to pass h m  one cycle to another 
without showing signs of the process in marked disturbances of meter, and 
frrquent corruptions both of sense and rhyme..- A play which is free h m  
corruptions can hardly by any possibility have been borrowed. 

By comparing the five shared plays, he concluded that the Towmley texts had been 

borrowed and sometimes partially rewritten h m  a slightly punr form of the Yo& tan than 

survives in the existiag MS. Since this theory suggested a pcass of development, he went 

three distinct stages. In the flirst of these we find the simple religious tone 
which we naMally assign to the kginning of the cyclical religious drama, 
the mjority of them being written in one of the fatwrite meters of the 
fourteenth century romances which were already gomg out of fashion in 
Chaucefs day. In the second stage we have the introduction by some 
playwright, who brought the howledge of them h m  elsewhere, of at least 
five - possibly seven or eight - of br plays which wexe acted at Yo* and the 
composition of some others in the sam style- In the third stage a writer of 
some style, whose humour was tm- by any respect for conventionality, 
wrote, espedany for this cyd+ the plays in the Pline stanza which form its 
backbone, and added here and there to others. Taken togetha, the three 
stages probably cover somzhing like half a century, ending about 1410. 
(PoIlardXXVii-e3 

PoIIard's stages w a e  based as much in his perceptions about conventionaliry as in 

"scient5cn analysis. Evolution must progress h m  simple to complex: therefore "dmpIen, 

"reverent", or "unoriginal" plays were the primitive, earlier fonns; "original", "bold" or 

"unconventionalw d marked the Iater, more highly developed fotms. 



J.M- Manly's teaching anthology. of R e v e  appeand 

in 1897. Beyond the title, which suggested both a scientific and evolutionary approach to 

the medieval plays, ManIyts selections and their arrangement produced both a chronological 

display (Iiturgid tropes, cycIe plays, foIk plays, moralities, Tudor plays) and an "artificial 

cycle". which like PoIIard's selections, was drawn from alI the cyda. Manly saw no 

objection to this form of presentatior~ 

That I have put together pageants fhm various sources can hardly* in view 
of the heterogeneous characm of the cycles themselvesv be a serious 
objection. And any one who wishes to form an idea of the distinctive 
characteristics of the various cycles can, with the aid of the table of contents, 
easily bring together the specimens of each. 

The specimens which h chose from Yo& were the R e d o n  OCXXVIII) and the Last 

Judgement (XLVIII) plays, both of which are shared with Towneley. Manly defended these 

choices as follows: 

A pageant dealing with the Resurrection seemed to be absolutely demanded 
by the importance of the Easter phy in the development of the cyclic drama: 
the example here given h r n  the Yo& series will be found to contain 
reminiscences of the most primitive fonn of this strangely fatcd trope-... No 
English cycle would be complete without a pageant of the Judgement, that 
specifically English deveIopmentt and no one, I think can fail to be 
imprrssed by the dignity and power of the spedmn hat presented fiom the 
York plays. 

Uaaly presented tht Yo& cyck as primitive, dignified, and somehow specifidly Eaghsh. 

Like PoIlard's, his artificial cyde excluded not only such apochyphal matecial as "Joseph's 

Troubles" and neady all the Madan material-, it contained no passion s#lumcc! The Yo& 

texts came eqp@ped with the enmdatiom of &nu, Hezrtricht4. ~olthauen~ and ~61bing'~, 

UJ. Hall reviewed the edition m EJ&&W&Q 9 (1 886) 448-453. 



although it made no mention of the works of Davidson and Coblentz The "distinctive 

chafacferiSticsR of the texts were thus somewhat destabilized by the avdability of 

m o d e m  "correctedw readings. The characteristics of the York plays which appeared 

distinctive (if any) to the student of this text must have been as much a product of Manly as 

of the Yo& cycle, This text was a rPnching text, and its influence was readily apparent in the 

next several generations of medieval drama scholars in thdr continued reading of cycle plays 

as essentially interchangeable and in their characterizatiom of the Yo* cyde. 

Som of the finer points m the theory of evolutionary d y s i s  of Qamatic types were 

developed by Fdix schehg" in 1898. For Schehg. the fields of d d c a t i o n  were title, 

author, dates, sources, dramatic c o ~ o n ,  Iitcrary style and versification; these permitted 

one to 

consider the constitution of each play as mixed or simple elements, and the 
class and species of the drama to which it may in consequence be assigned, 
(Schelling 1 18) 

ScheIling's W y  evolutionary approach to the drama produced a tone which was 

methodical and precise, professional, objective and scientific- The all-encompassing study 

he proposed was "as yet far from complete" (Schehg I17), but "ought to cast a new and 

illlrmiruring light, not only on tbe dtrrmatic Rlations of the tim, but upon the whole history 

of English h temm"  (Sddhg 120) Schelling demoostrated the desin to catalogue texts 

in Darwinian terms of class and species in orQ to arrive at a history of English literature 

which marked many of the studies which foiIowed. 

Tht MisseIIany dedicated to FndedcL F M  on his seventy-Wh biabday in 1901 

"Felix E Sddlbg, "Shadies m the Evoitrtim of Dnrmatic Speciesn B w  
3-3 ( P b M d p h k  University of Pennsyhrania, December 1898) I 17-120. 



included a pair of Yo* artic1es. W A  craigie" demoasaated that the Yo* plays were 

composed by someone familiar with the Manth-century English vernacular Gospel of 

Nicoriemrrr, and fixed the date of the plays 

c 1350, and thus [they) form part of the same vigornus literary movement 
in the North which has given us the Cumor, the northern Homilies and 
Legends, the Prick qf Conscience, and o n d  notable works. (Craigie 61) 

This information opened two areas of discossion: the process and timing of the plays' 

composition, and the relationship of their texts with others of the same period. Arthur 

h h "  used the surviving ncords of Beverley and Lincoln to argue that "the origin of the 

English play ... must not be sought in country monasteries and among the 'religious' ... but in 
the great towns and among the common townspeople, or the d a r  clergy who lived and 

WOW among them" (Leach 2 0 ,  and "in the developmtnts of the great town democracies 

and aaft guilds of Flaaderr, whether French or Teutonic." (Leach 234) Leach's hypothesis 

was based mainly in guild mmrds, and did not include any links to a grander scheme of the 

evo1ution of English literature. He was akin to Lucy Toulmin Smith in his discoveq of 

origins which were popular and secular rather than h n c h  or liturgical. 

The search for origins crystallized but by no means ended with EK. Chamkn' 1903 

publication of Them. As comprehensive and sometimes eccentric in form 

as the great multi-volumt wodcs of Warton, CoUa or Moriey, Qlambas used the 

evolutionary approach to synthesize new anthropoIogicaI information about fok-practices 

with adsting nationahtic in- m the beghhgs of English literatme. Methodo1ogically. 

Chambers incoprated as many records from as many sources as possible: guild and 

municipaI records were suddenly mpchmore available through his wodc However, he used 

WA CCraigie, The Gospel of Niccukmps and the York Mystmy Plays" 
F a ( O x f o r d =  CkendonRess, 1901) 52-61. 



the records of all anas at once, ratha than utamining the history of each place sepmtely. 

This provided a generalized, "typicalw description of the Corpus Christi play, rather than a 

specific, differentiated history of individual plays; additionally, since it provided such an 

abundance of records from which to choose, Chambers could appear to prove marly 

anything. In doing so, he had a profound effect on the scholarship of the Yo* cycle and oa 

that of medieval drama in g e n d  The mountain of evidence for Chambers' vision of 

dramatic evolution seemed indisputable. The study began with a desire to "state and explain 

the pre-existing conditions which, by the latter half of the sixteenth century, made the great 

Shalespearran stage possible." (Chambers vi) The following quotations provide a 

condensation of Chambers' story of the evolution of English drama, a process which he 

termed secularization: 

the records and texts of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries bear witness to 
the effective Sunrival of all the d i v e  types of play, to which the evolution 
of the dramatic instinct gave birth in h progress from liturgical office to 
cosmic cycle. (Chambem Ik 124) 

[By) about the middle of the hirteenth century... the condition of any firrther 
advance was that the play should cease to k liturgic,. m g ]  the foflowing 
hundred years.. the newly shaped drama underwent.., semhmion.... Out 
of the hands of the clergy it passed to those of the laity,... to this formal 
change comsponded a spmtual or literary one ... In their origin as o m  for 
devotion and edification, they cam, to be p-y spectrur3a for mirth. 
wonder and delight. (Chambets IL69) 

Wbat began as a mere spcaade devised by the ecc1esiastics for the 
edification of the laity7 came in time to @ to a *rooted native instipct 
of drama in the fok and to continue as an essentially popular thing7 a Iudus 
maintained by the people itself for its own iaexbanstriIe wonder and 
delight- the hstinct which ma& the mirade-plays a joy to the medieval 
burgher is the sarne iPstinct which the more primitive peasant satisfied in a 
score of modes of mdhmtary foIk..dramaU-. The popllkdty of the devil 
scenes in the plays is the most striking manifdon of this identity. 
(Chamka E147,148) 

As thetensgrow andespciany astkydrawontheapoczy~halbooksorthe 
gnat medieval vemaah  epics for mamr not in the liturgical plays, the 
vaPacPlarsteadilygetsthtupperhand- thtcomingofthevanacplar 
affected the characta of the medieval drama: it had been cosmopolitan; it 



was to be national. (Chambers E89,91) 

The cycles requind in many cases a larger number of actors thaa the 
ecclesiastical bodies, even with the aid of wandering clerks and the cloister 
schook, could supply. It was necessary to prtss the laity into the service.... 
It was a fintber step in the same direction when the laity themselves took over 
the control and financing of plays. For this one must look to that most 
important element in mediaeval town Me, the guilds. (Chambers II:87) 

With out-of-doors plays, climadic conditions began to be of importance.-.. 
Another high day for the cyclical drama. notably in Engl and... was the 
recently established feast of Corpus Christi.... The method of the great 
English cydes seems to point to a more complete mrging of plocession and 
pIay ... the popularity of the pageants might throw the strictly religious aspect 
of the pass ion  rather into the shade. The two would then be severed again, 
but the play might stiU retain its processiollal character. This is not, I thi& 
an unreasonable conjecture as to how the type of play found, say at Yo& 
may have corn into existence. (Chambers 1194.96) 

[the processional method] was not the primitive method, and... it probably 
arose b m  an menpt about the kginniag of the fourteenth century to adapt 
the already-existiag miracle plays to the distinctive fe;tnne of the festival of 
Corpus Cbristi. (Chambers II: 134) 

[The] tendency to expansion and coalescence-... culminates in the formation 
of those gnat dramatic cycles of which the English Corpus Christi plays are 
perhaps the most complete examples. (Chambers E70) 

The English miracle play nachts its full development with the formation of 
the gnat proctssiond cycles almost immediatdy afta the establishment of 
the Corpus Christi festiva m 13 11. The local tradition of Chsm... is fotmd 
to fix the foundation of the Chester plays in 1 3 2 L  those of Yo& in 1378- 
w a t t o r a l t t p k e a t s t a t i ~ n s ~ ~ ~ m  1394.(ChambasEIO% 
109) 

With the prognss of the new ideas, the big cycles began to be k g u h d y  
p a f o d  or to undergo textual modificatio~~ The plays of Yo&, for 
example, were shorn m 1548 of tk pageants qmsentbg the Death, 
Asstmgrtion and Coronation of the V ' i  Even where the plays sunrived 
t h s y - ~ a n d a s C o ~ C b d s t i D a y w a s n o l o n g a o b s a v e d ,  
theperfi~ana~lce~hadtobeaamfdtosomeothadatt. AtYodcthetext 
of tk Corpus Chdsti play was 'pmsd and othawise amended' in 1568. In 
1569 it was acted upon Whit-TPeSday. Thcn it lay by rmtil1579, when the 
book was r e f d  to the kchbirshop and Dean fm fttnha revision, and 



apparently impounded by them. ((=hambas E 1 1 1,112) 

Apart fbm its soci010gical iolplications, apart firom the insight which it gives 
into the temper of the fok and into the appeal of religion, it is of the highest 
interest as an object-lesson in literary evolution. (Chambers E3) 

Chambers included a huge amount of ap~etldix matefjal incIuding a brief sumrmuy ofthe 

Yo&  cords (Chambers E399-406) and a bibliography (Chambers II:409-412) which 

supplied up-to-date information on the relatiom between the texts* His approach to 

problematic areas such as the Towndey MS's geographic origin, or the Chester cycle's 

historical beginning, or the Ludus Covenaiae PIIS'S reIation to Coventry tended to be 

conciliatory rather than rev01utionary he considered the contradictory evidence, but aied 

to find a Iogic that would fit it into his narrative. The book was usefitI and influential 

because it contained so many records, because it linked the medieval texts with the 

fascinating new information about fok practices, and becaw it provided a coherent, 

amactive and authoritative version of The Story. 

Brander  att thew? demonsaated in 1903 that American academics were thinking 

in similar terms, with perhaps more emphasis on scientific imageq and less on English 

nationalian, JWdmm used large amounts of biologid imagery to colour his narrative of 

dramatic progress: in the Roman empin, "dramatic litemure was dead- and the thcatrcs f d  

into ruinw but in the middle ages, "the gem of it, grew study within the walls of the 

Church until it was strong enough to support imW (Manbm 3); "there was steady growthn 

until "when the mystery was thus grown to its full length and swollen huge... it was thrust 

out of the Churchn (Matthews 9) and absorbed fbm the minstrels the "humour, joyous 

gaiety, vivacious nalism, an& reckless vuIpityn which is "the direct descendant of the 

rude humour of the Latin rustics" (Mattkws 10). "perhaps even older than the mysteryw 

(hhtthm 13); an of t h e  develapments "wae made gradtlally and tentatively and with no 

intent to bdng about any radica t r a n s f d o ~ ~ , "  (Manhews 16) Maahcws de-emphasized 

national diffhences, hdmg that "tbe history of this developmeat was vay much the same 

2tBraada Maahew$ The M e d i d  Draman I (June 1903) 71-94. 
Neither IbWkws nor Chambers mentioned the other's work. 



throughout Europe; "the religious drama of England is very like that of France" @fatthews 

3) and "as the English mystery, like the architecture of the English churches, is derived 

directly from the French models, the French form demands attention f h n  (Matthews 16) 

Variations in staging were attn'burable to climatic conditions, and the York plays were 

representative of all English medieval theatre. These variations were 

the modification of the station into the mansion in one country and the 
pageant in the other- In England, the entire mystery ... seems to have been 
presented in a single day, the performance beginning as early as four in the 
morning .... the pageants followed the religious processioa.. the control of the 
mysteries was assumed by the guilds. (Matthews 19-20) 

Matthews assumed that the detaiIs of the Yo* plays provided the rule for all English 

medieval perf'' although the information available in the Digby and Chester plays 

contcadicted his generalizations, Although he discussed the Mary MagdaIene play, he 

separated it fiom the cycIes, criticizing the medieval mind for its uncritical "coafusion of 

speciesw. finding in the admixture of elements evidence of democtatic representaeion of 

average intelligence, rather than litetaane' or 'the hand of a true dramatist'. This use of York 

as the representative of English medieval drama became more pronomced as time passed. 

1903 was an important year for medieval drama scholarship: Charles Gayley also 

published the first volrme of mEnnlisb which had a major effect 

on the direction of York studies for many years. The voImne began with an essay titled "An 

Historical View of the Beginnings of English Comedy" which f d  on the dtvelopment 

of comic elements m the medieval plays as the pivotal element in the evolution toward 

Shakespeare. Along with this isolation of a single formal element came an inaeased 

nationalistic focus on the specifically English qualities of the plays, 

-the national note- characttrizcs th comic contriibutioas to the 
sacred  play^ h e  Fimch mystery pock. make a specialty of the humour of 
M i ,  a&mcmi& which appears nowaowherc in the English plays. The 
Gennaas in their turn, &borate a hmnour pecaliar to themselves,- 
elephantine, - and personaLu fa general a f k r  rein serms to have 
been given to the sacrilegious, gnwesque, and obscene on the Continent than 



in England ... the excess of ribaldry, grotesquerie, and diablerie does not 
assault the imagination as in the continental mysteries. (Gayley Co- 
x=@ 

Gayley assigned the York plays a compositional history of three periods, the second and 

third of which he characterized as the "comic" and "realistic" schooIs, which derived their 

significance fiom their influence in turn upon the Wakefield master. 

To the leading playwrights of each of these schools - the former the best 
humorist, the laaa the best realist of the York drama, to these anonymous 
composers of the most fadle portions of the Yo& cyde our comedy owes a 
stiu fbrther debt; for from them it wodd appear that a poet of undoubted 
genius derived something of his inspiration and much of his method and 
technique - our fhst great comic dram&, the Playwright of Wakefieid. 
(Gayley Comedies 

Gayley followed Pollard in his adulation of the Wakefield Master and especially of the 

Secunda Pastorum, calling him a "Chaucerian 'professor of holy pageantry" (Gay1ey 

C o e  xxk) and praising the play as an "epiphanyn. W e  he was primarily interested 

in the formal and historical development of English comedy, Gayley also argued that the 

cycles should be read as cycles, ratha chan episodically. "Taken as a whole, the craft cycle 

possesses the significance, continuity, and finality requisite to dramatic art; taken in its 

parts., it  present^^.. the app*aance of a mosaic." (Gayley Comedies mi Finany, he argued 

2 3 G a y I e y w a s t a k e n t o t s s L f o r t h i s p h n r s e b y h i s a a o n y m ~ ~ l P V i ~ m ~  
(1 August 1903) 150, who c o m p M  The York fk William Melton still passes as 
'professor of holy pageantry' ahhough the soc7apugiM of which he w a s p r ~ s o r  cannot 
possibly be anything but Holy Writ" Although Gayley used the phrase m r e f a c e  to the 
Wakefieid Master and made no mention of Melton by name, he suggested the old image of 
the crafty play-writing monk, which was W y  pointed out by Frances ONeiU, 09.: "h. 
Gay1eyrefDsestontracttbatWilliamMelton~aplaywrigb2atI~bywdo~ Miss 
LucyTo~SmithaysthethisdesiretohaveallancndUaPs~pr~bab~yinspindby 
thehopeofsllingindntgemxs T h e c h a r g e i s a ~ u s o n e s i l b d w h o ~ y ~  Mr. 
Arthpr F. Leach might have made the staknmt by the f- ofhypodwsis, since m his eyes 
to search for virtue among h z s  is a bopdess ("The Blessed V i i  m the Yo& Cycle 
of Miracle Plays" w w  34 (34909) 43945% this quote 455.) 
GayIgt&dinfact~thtparsagehqPesti~~~,wbichmplavsofOmForrfathas~e 
"this dramatic ameapmq of Chau&sW ( I n  but ekwhere contintred to rrfa to the 
Wakefield Master as ?he Playa-cidn. 



rhat the comic devil of the mysteries was "an anachronism cnated by certain historians of 

the draman (Gayley xlvii), which grew h m  the "detached and sometimes serious 

devils of the cycles" through a midme period exemplified by '"Iltivillus and his humorous 

associates in the Wakefield Jtdkiiim" into the familiar f e c a l  voice of Vice in the 

rnorafities. (Gayley xlviii) 

Gayley's approach brought the Yo& plays into S-s lineage, cleansing them 

of impropriety by reading the "iahl~lan cruelty" of the Crucifixion as being mitigated by the 

Divine comedy of salvation (Gayley Co- e), and by promoting the comic scenes 

which Katherine Bates was later to criticize as sacrilegious as the signs of progress of the 

uniquely English national characta. 

In 1907, Joseph Tunison published hamatic TrpdlPQnS of the * .  

, a 

eccentric) study heavily influenced by Darwinian thought which w e d  for the Byzantine 

haitage of the Westem Qamatic tradition. Since he said nothing specific about York, and 

only matimed Tomeley once in passing, I quote only his final para8fapk 

The earfiest branch of the Greek tree was the Sanskrit-Rakrit tragicomedy of 
India, from which the curious drama of China was catainly derived 
subsequent to the activity of the Buddhist mbionadcs- In the West the main 
cnmk was successively HeUenic, Roman, Heileaistic, Byzantine, Italian. In 
the Hellenistic pcdod that was a branch, the Chdstian drama, which still 
survives in the passion play, In the Byzantine period branched off tht 
ecclesiastical theatre, the Morality and the Mystery- In the Italian period, 
beginning about a generation More the fall of Collstantinople the whole 
long-lived tradition of the drama and the stage was transferred to westem 
Emope. ItbrancMamostimmdiattlyintotheItalian.SpanishandEnglish 
theatre- From the Itaiian stem arose the modem Grtek drama; from the 
Spanish, the Fnach coaaedy; h m  the English, the Gaman. Such would be 
approximately what a compIete analysis of the history of the drama must 
show. (Tunison 334) 

24Joseph S. Tunison, of 
. . 

(Chicago: Universay of 
Chicago Rss; Londom T. Fisher Unwin, 1907) 

*JM Manly, "Laaary Farms and the New Theory of the Origin of Speciesn 
Philaropv 4 4  (Aplil1907) 57'7-595. 



demonstrating the @-religious charaaa of what had become the organking priniciple of 

a system of beliefs: 

.. .it is practically impossible to speak or think of any unified body of facts 
showing pgnss ive  change as men hihimally spoke and thought before 
1860. (Manly "Literary Formsn 580) Darwin-.. made it a doctrine that must 
be accepted by all ma not already committed by age to other views of the 
pmasses of creation., as it wen, articles of faith. (Manly "Litetary Forms" 
578) ... we, Iike the thinkas in al l  fields of thought, have come under the 
p a s i v e ,  dominating influence of a great zoological theory. (Manly 
"Literary Forms" 591) 

He argued not for discarding the approach, but for adapting it in accord with a newer 

biological theory. the Mutation Theory of Professor Hugo DeVries- This theory proposed 

that new types could wme into existence in an instant, by means of mutation, rather than 

slowly. by means of gradual changes over a long period of time: it fitted easily into the 

history of drama, because it provided a metaphorical exp1anation for the inexplicable 

appeamce of new dramatic forms. 

At the sam time was added the one element necessary to change it into 
drama; tbe sentences w a e  sung, not by two halves of the choir, but by two 
priests impasonating the angels at the tomb, and by tbne other priests 
impersonating th three Marys. The significant point is that here the drama 
came into existence at a single bound, and not by hsensiible gradations. 
(MaaIy "Literary Forms" 584) When once the necessary elements came 
together. the new species exist#l; a moment before, md there was nothing 
l i L t ~ t h e c O m b i n a t i ~ n w a s ~ a a d t h t a e w s p e c i e s w i t s ~ ~ m p l ~ ~ y  
"Literary Forms" 586) 

It seems ironic Erom the paspcctive of seventy-eight years that he wdd conclude "its 

purpose has been funy accomplished ifthe analogks we have been dislcussing have aided us 

at a11 in W g  o d v e s  h m  the rmconscious influences which distort our vision and our 

thought" (Manly "Litcrrlry Forms" 595) It is a reminder of the near-impossibility of 

objectively separahg one's critical omlook h r n  that of one's context 

A more productive qtlest for origins was made by George C ~ a ~ l o ?  in the sam 

%eorge C. Taylor, The ReIation of the English Corpus Christi Play to the Middle 
English Religious Lyricw 5: 1 (JPy 1907) 1-38. 



year into rnaferialS closer in time to the biblical plays: the lyric poetry. In the York Nativity 

and Assumption sequences, Taylor found embedded lyrics h m  several sources of the Five 

Joys of Mary, and in the Judgement play. "the most primitive form of the four plays in 

English" flaylor 12) of the medieval Doomsday literatwe. While he also mentioned the 

literaarn of the P h c t w  Morioe, he left it beyond the scope of the article, which was merely 

a quick survey of a vast field He questioned "to what extent the plays are indebted to the 

antecedent and contemporaneous religious lyric of Middle EngIish" (Taylor IS), suggesting 

along with M d y  that "the dramatic instinct, once set going? tended to Qamatize maraid 

aIready at hand in other provinces of li-" flaylor 16) 

In 1908, CharIes Gayley d e a d  ms of Our ~onfathasn, a panoramic attempt at 

completeness much in tbe style of Warton. His dkussion of the Yo& plays expanded upon 

that of- ve u Co- by solidifying the stow of development into three 

distinctive phases: the fonnatve stage? marked by Davidson's philological tests as 

containing the Northern Septenar stanza; the second, which contained 

the original comic parts of S h i j k k m  of Cizyme undAbe4 of the Noe and 
His Wge, and of the Shepherds are of a humorous master of what we may call 
the middle period. (Gayley Forefatbets 154) 

The third level of development, and for Gayley the most significant, was the school of 

Realism, which he suggested was the work of one master whom he identified as the York 



0, we may regard him as the Passion Playwright of York. (Gayley 
Forefathers 157) 

Gayley included the comparative andysis of rhyme-schemes to demonstrate that this set of 

plays was influenced by those of the middle-period, and further, that the middle-period and 

Realist plays influenced the work of the Wakefield Master. In the course of this 

examination, he discussed the York Passion sequence, which had previously been criticized 

for its "mgreat realismn. Gayley identified the foIIowing features as marks of the York 

Realist 

.,. the vivid brutality of the soldiers, the minute and hom'ble detail of their 
conversation, the quick retort and apt [sic], the picturesque phrase, the 
elaborate dramaric dialogue-.. the unconscious but skilful distiuction between 
c h a c m  somewhat similar. .. the conml of supemuIIEwaries, the interplay 
of the pathetic, the wonderful and the f d ;  the ~ d a t i o n  of scenes 
within the act, and the fiquent use of dramaric surprise, (Gayiey Forefathes 
156) The distinctive playwright of the latcr or realistic period is marked by 
his observation of life, his reproduction of manners, his dialogue and the 
plasticity of his technique: whether in w o n  of the comic, or of the 
tragic and horrible, aspect of his narrative. (Gayley Forefathws 158) 

Gayley advanced studies of the York plays trexuendoudy by giving a name and time to the 

most stylistically distinctive parts of the cycle. No longer a only philological or socio10gicaI 

curiosity, the plays could now be approached as litcratrrre. 

A 1909 Yak doctoral thesis by Samuel B. Hemhgwap provided a comparative set 

of editions of the Nativity plays fiom all four cycles, wilh tbe patest amount of 

concentration on the Chestcrplays &miagway argued that the i n d  evidence provided 

by cornpararive readings of Higden's and the Ch&ec phys demonstrated 

Higden's authorship of the pIays, and he argued against direct French or Anglo-Norman 

Influences; huther, he claimed that common elements in thc Coventry and Towneley plays 

indicated "that instead of their being a11 derived fiom some parent cycle, the other Shepherds' 

plays, and paaicuIariy tht Towntley Prinra Pastonmr, are borrowed h m  the Chester play." 

%muel B. Hemingway, 
. . Hmy Holt & Co, f 909) Yale 

Sbdies m EqIish 38, reprinted 1964. 



(xv i -x~ i i )~  The York Nativity plays were very briefly discussed; Yo& was c b m t e h d  

as "the most conventionaI and typical of the simpkt form of mystery play" (Hemingway 

nuix) and as " o f f ' g  a sort of norm by which to compme and judge the other plays. They 

are the simplest and closest of all to liturgical dtama" (Hemingway XI) Although 

Heminpay found little of interest in Yo&. he did find much which was objeztionable: "... 
limping verse and commonplace ideas. The Joscph Play is the most forced and ineffective 

of all the plays in this colIection, and the Shepherds' Play, though possessing some merit in 

its realism and humour, fails below its parallels in the other cycles." (Hemingway xl) 

Hemingway exemplified a certain prejudicial reading which the York plays have received 

from time to time in which, because they were perceived as the most normal and least 

prob1ematic of the four collections, they were also perceived as the least interesting. 

Fhmk W. cad? examined the Nativity and Resurrection sequences of the mystery 

plays in the same year, and came to much different condusions. Cady's work was 

exquisitely scientific in method, and uaqueSfioningIy evolutionary in approach. By maos  

of a passage-by-passage comparison of the cycle plays from what he identified as the first, 

or Liturgical Period of their growth, with srwiving Latin liturgical plays h m  (%&mas and 

Easter, he hoped to &mollstfate thtir growth h m  a common liturgical source. He assllmed 

that "the direction of growth was towards the separation, ratha than the grouping, of scenes" 

(Cady "Liturgicalw 432) and that "this growth is an evolution. The limits of the periods are 

not sharply defined. They mage into each other-" (Cady "Liturgid" 422) The results of 

q o t h  Chambers and Gayiey had also argued for the authority of the Higden story, in 
what to haw been a movement towad the establishment of the mystery plays as an 
older and M o r e  more canonidly worthy f m  I can only hypoheshe that Hemingway's 
thesis was lihwis motivated b m  an AnglopMc desire to claim as many centuries and as 
Me outside influence as possible. In 1910 Ward d e d  the Chester plays Zhe youngest 
~esofthefoPa",~~rcpeat#Ith~entthatahh~oghtbe~playsshow "anres 
of a French original, this was not a colIective series anb, it was not copied by the writer 
who elabora?ed the Chester PIays in their present forxn." 
~ V O L  V, p. 16, n. 1. 

?Frank W. Cady, The LimrgicaI Basis of the TowneIey Mysteriesn pnblicatioasofdr . . 
24 (1909) 419469. 



this comparison suggested "for T[owneley], Y[ork], and Cov[entry] a common liturgic 

Seties, and the same for T[owneley] and Y[ork] in the Resurrecti sourceintheChristmas on 

Serjesw (Cady "Liaurgic;ilw 467). Of the Nativity saies of the other two cycles. he said: 

it is evident that Chester could not have been developed from the same 
liturgical source h m  which T[owneIey], Y[ork] and true Cov[entry] are 
derived. S d e d  Coventry differs even more, introducing a number of 
additional sccncs connecfed with Mary's birth etc. The divergences in these 
two cycles but emphasize the similarities in the other three. (Cady 
"Liturgical" 460) 

The source itself could not be identified, but he conjectured (with reservations) that it may 

have been an earlier, unrecorded version of the Use of Yo& Cady's method01ogy added a 

much-needed element of precision to the comparative study of medieval plays. Despite his 

Rpeated emphasis on the conjectural quality of his work, his cool, methodical approach and 

the depth of his research provided an authoritative quality to his findings, and set the tone 

for future explorations into the relations between plays. 

The rapidly expanding academic field of medieval drama occasionally regisraed 

dissenting voices, particulariy m regard to its predominantly Protestant approach to Catholic 

materials. Francis Oweill OP?' criticized earlier writers such as Hone and Warton, "who 

persist in misepnscntation, owing to the opportunity thus given to write for the 

enmtaimmt of prejudiced rtadefSw (442), and took Davidson to task for the statement that 

It becomes our task to show the shiffing standpoint w i t .  the liturgy which 
arose h m  the acceptance of a aew theological dogma, to detect the 
introdmion of a genuinely tragic moment, and to trace the growth of 
dogmatic arprrssion within the Chmch savice hielf. (O'Neill444) 

ONeill demonstfated that "tht docbine of tht Real PRseace was accepted without pestion 

by the Universal Church throughout the period of the English miracle playn, and assatcd 

"there is nothing in the chapter to indicate that the author mvidson] posesscd more than 

an ordhry  Rotestant know1edgc of either Catholic dogma or the fads of Church historyw 

(O'NeiII444). He criticize!dGayIcy Rg;miing his view of the F ~ o f F 0 0 1 F a s  in -need of 

IIFraPds ONein, "Ibe B I d  Virgin in the York Cyde of Mirade Plays" 
Iic Opadgbr Revim 34 (1909) 439-455. 



[reform] still newer and moE ~erculean"~ as "having slipped into the old fallacy of 'Post 

hoc, ergo propter hoc'". Finally turning to the subject of his title, he pleaded that 

if one would study profitably the Blessed Vugin as presented in medieval 
drama that at the outset a just estimate be f o d  of the place she has 
occupied in the religious lift of the English people. (O'NeiIl450) 

He demonstrated the "anti@ty of the devotion to the Blessed Virgin in EngIand" (O'NeiU 

45 1). arguing that "it cannot be fairly maintained that the numerous refereaces to the honour 

paid the V@ Mary are interpolati~ns*~ (ONeiiI 453), concluding with a summary of the 

V i  Mary's fotrrfold rolt in the Yo* cycle as "maiden, motha, wife and advocatew, stating 

that "the history of her life... is lackiag in nothing which dramatic art demands.... they had 

as a main purpose the teaching of religious truths and the inculcation of sound moral 

principles." (ONeill 454) O'Ndus wo&. like Manly's 1908 art&, questioned the 

underiying assumptions which shaped the criticism of the medieval drama at this point, and 

charged that much of this work was based upon and supported a fimdamentaily prejudiced 

and incorrect nofficialw vision of the period. Catainly, much of the scholarship h m  this 

time was marked and even motivated by an anti-Catholic bias; the evolutionary metaphor 

contained a profound value judgement against religiosity. 

The "officialw viewpoint might vezy well be represented by 

ofu, in which the C o p s  Christi plays were classed as a subsection of 

aHe is &erring at this point to mention of these honours made in monastic chronicles. 
He does not identify the source of the charge that these t e f i  are interpohed, or the 
reasoning khhd such as charge. One might hypothesize that the argument would k if 
cormprlase-middleagesratbali~misionsaddcddr~ofWolaaym therecords 
ofim~~,pnaCbmcb,thmtheW~mwasallthemorr~inordamretlen 
to the truh of that eadier age. 

Ward,ed.,-of-(Cambridge: Univasity 
RcssINY: G.P. Pumsm'sSons, M8-l9lO) SeevolumeV: "IhtI)nanato 1642"PartOnt 
(1910), pdcalarly the articles by Ward, The Origins of English hama" @p. 10-26) and 
by CrriPnacb, The JMy Religious Draman @p. 46-76). Volume II: "Middle Enghsh 
~ " ( 1 9 0 9 ) ~ a b s o ~ n o ~ t o ~ C a p s C h d s t i d r a m a ~ a .  



Shakespearian p-history, rather than as Middle English literature. Ward said of them: 

There seems every reason to beIieve, that a large proportion were... written 
by monks .... lThey were] an essentially popuIar growth, not at aU intended 
to satis@ more elevated or refined tastes.,. In nothing are the illiterate more 
c o m a t h e  than in their amusements. (Ward 15) 

The purpose of his dixussion was to identify "certain artistic feahlres and qualities which 

entitle them to a pIace in our literature" (Ward 18), and (apart h m  such 

dismissively fmmoted quatities as "ease and appropriateness of dialogue; a dramatic 

vigour ... conciseness and clearness of exposition, and adeq uacy... of meditative passages" 

(Ward Q&i& 18-19)), these were "tbe conscious humour. ..[and] conscious pathosw by 

which ceaaia plays "must be hcld to rank as literary productions of no common kindn (Ward 

Cambridge 19), though it was as yet "going rather far to speak of the York schooIs of 

humour and realism." (Ward 20) 

Creizenach identified the sources of the York plays as "famous works of 

contemplative literature, the Medrranons . . ofsaint Bomemua ... the apoayphal gospels", 

agreeing with Ward that the Iater middle ages were not a period of great poetical splendour 

(Ward Qr&j& a), and iden@&g one of the underlying mreasons for the intense interest 

in the comic: "it is pmkdy in comic scenes that national traditioas were developed." (Ward 

49) His rmdtrstandiag of Catholic theology must have left OWeiIl furious, for 

k detined the Corpus CMsi p d o n  as 

a sort of triumphal pmps, by which tk Church, after centuries of struggle, 
s o I d  her absoiutc and full victory over the minds of men. 

of tyrants, and the "evident te&messW (Ward 53) of the characterization of 

Joseph. He also resd the record ufthe Pater Nester play as evidence of the begiMings of the 

morality play, and conclpded his discpssion of the religious drama by saying "Mysteries 

came to an end, under the doable idhence of Puritan enmity to the stage and of the 

vigourous growth of the Ebabcth *" (Ward Q&i& 62) This approach hardly 

eacouragedfrathcr~in~p[ays,nsingthrmm~aseviden~tof~development 

of the English mind 



Frank W. cad? re-examiaed Pollard's classification of the three strata of 

development in the Towneley plays, and docated Poilard's second grouping, the bornwings 

from the York cycle, as the latest. He argued: 

I. That Professor Davidsoa was correct in calling these couplets and quatrains 
editorial. 
2 That the couplets are used in editing every group except the plays borrowed 
directly from York. 
3. That the quatrains done are used in editing the plays borrowed directly from 
York. 
4. That the quatrains are also used with the other groups. 
From these four facts, two conclusions are obvious:- 
1. Tbat at least two editors have been at work upon the cycle. 
2. That the Yo& group of direct bornwings must have been the latest addition 
to the cyde for that group alone contains no couplets. (Cady "Couplets" 578) 

He concluded: 

that two editors have been at work, that the pIays h m  York were added to 
the cycle aAer the couplet editor had completed his wok and fkther, that the 
York borrowings must have been the last addition to the cycie, since aII the 
other groups, even the Wakefield, contain couple ts... The fact that the York 
group must have been added to the TowneIey cycle after the WakefieId group 
was written, does not hinder York from having been written as part of the 
Yo* cycle, before Wakefield was written as part of the Towneley cycle... 
The question of which this article is a discussion is not the question of the 
time of writing, but the question of the order of insertion in the TowneIey 
cycle. (Cady "Couplets" 583-584) 

Cady did not address Gayley's classiti.cation of 'comic' and 'realistic' schools because his 

work was purely concerned with prosody. The question of the relations between the Yo& 

and Towneley cycles was to prove so fi&d a field of discussion, that for the next several 

years, nearly every study of the York pIays was motivated by it. 

In June 1911, Frances ~d catled Pollard's thrce strata into fmther doubt by 

3 5 F d  W. Cady, The Coup1ets and @ a m k  in the T o d y  Mystery Plays" Jomnal 
10 (191 1) 572-584, 

3 6 F r a n c e s F o s t a , ~ ~ P h y s a u d ~ ~ o r t h e r n P a s s i ~ n  -- 
26 (June 1911) 169471. 



proposing that the Towneley plays originated not in liturgical drama, but in transposition 

from The Norrhenz Passion. She also suggested that a number of the York playsn were 

indebted to this source: 

In f a ~ f  The Northern Passion + The Gospel of~ic& would appear to 
supply the basis for the whole plays, the soufcses being used to supplement 
each other. Whatever use the lmngicai drama may bave saved in dtveloping 
the dramatic tradition, it seems clear that in these plays, at least, the author 
depended directly upon vemacuh textstexts... obviously a much easier method 
than one which involved translation. (Fosta "Passionn 171) 

The fesistance to this idea of inter-generic bornwing may have been based in the biological 

precept of the separation of species, of the poetic 6rom the dramatic genre. In any case, 

despite the work of Foster and Craigk the liturgical drama continued to be perceived as the 

source of the vanacular drama for many years. 

Cady made another contriiution to textual studies of the Towneley cycle in 19 12~'. 

It was his third such study and it contained his conclusions on the matter of the Towneley 

cycle's evolutio~ 

I believe that it started from catain plays included in the church service, 
which must have followed the use of Yo& Out of this liturgical drama were 
developed plays 10-19 mclusive, tbc Ch&tmas group; plays 25-28 inclusive, 
the U o n  gmup; with a strong possibility that there was also a Passion 
play in this liturgy which developed plays 20-23 inclusive, the second section 
of the Passion group with the exception of play 24 and inc1uding play 32 I 
believe fmtha, that the Old Testament plays 1-9 inclusive; the first Kction 
of the Passion group, the plays on Chist's Illinisay, plays I9 a d  31; play 24 
on the Talents; and 29 and 30, the Ascension and Judgement, were 
transitional, or from tk final, or trade-guild period in the cycle's 
&velopment It is, of coprs, only in the find pcriod of a cycIe's growth that 
we*la~thewodrofedito~kcanseweposessodytbetextofthat 

%ee W A  Craigie "The Gospels of Nicodemus and the York Mystay Plays" in A 
A (Mi Fmaivandon, 1901) 5261. 



period. In this cycle, this development seems to be about as follows. There 
are mcs of four editings, although it is not possibIe to say whether the last 
two are by different men- The W editor came h t .  He always based his 
wo& rtpon an already existing play, so that in scenes with a liturgical source 
his editings preserve the original The couplet editor, who foUowed 
him, never showed much origkdity and so retained the olckr structure and 
even a phrase here and t h e  of tbe older text. He was followed by the editor 
who made the bornwings h m  York, and who is, I am inciined to t h k ,  
identical with thc fourth, or quatrain editor. His work was mainly in the 
substitution of some stems borrowed from Y for others dmdy present in the 
cycle. The cycIe as we now have it, is &erefore, an evolution. (Cady 
"Passionn 599600) 

This level of textuaI examination was presently only 'aappcning to the Towndey cycle, 

mainIy on the basis of the elevation of the Wakefield Master to ttse canonical status of "poet". 

Interest in the textual &veIopment of the Yo* cycle was mu& slower to develop and 

remained linked with Townelcy studies h u g h  the connection of the shared plays. 

Hamlin Craig used the evoIutionary model to examine the old Testameat plays of all 

four of the English coIIections m 191c concIuding that they were W with the liturgical 

materid munding Easter* rather than Christmas. He said "the Old Testament plays 

originated in the kctimes and respomoriu of the period of Sepruagesima and Lentn (Craig 

IftheOIdTestamentplaysoripinatadwithin thechmhitself, whichin some 
cases at least they probabIy did, and at a season some weeks before Easter* 
~theymusthave~unitedlatcrwithkplaysofEasteritseIf;andthe 
whole group of Easter plays Iater joined with the whok group of Christmas 
plays to form the cyde. (Craig "Origin" 485) 

Craig did not apply this theory to any specific cycle but drew various exampies from all of 

them to support his i w  he provided a generalized conception of origins r a t k  than a 

specific examination of the sarviving texts. 

%Craig, The Odgin ofthe Old Testament Plays" 10 (1913) 
473-487- 



Craig publishd a broader example of his approach in the fo110wing year, 1914". His 

pruject appears to have been motivated by the nationalist bias of nclahhg the Corpus 

Chcisti plays from French influenct: they wae, he wed, "of native growth" (Craig 

"Corpus Cbristiw 602); "the English religious plays grew h r n  their liturgical origins on 

English soil and were not translated from the Fnach" (Craig "Corpus Christiw 589). He 

characterized the processional Corpus Christi plays by "completeness of cyclical content" 

(Craig "Corpus Christiw 594), and located them "mainly to the north and east of England" 

(Craig "Corpus Christiw 590); they d H d  h m  another kind of cyclic play which he tamed 

a "passion play" (Craig "Corpus Christi" 593) which was stationary. Moa significantly, 

Craig dissociated the processionally-staged cyclical Corpus Cbristi plays from the Corpus 

there is very little evidence to connect the plays, as is usually done, with the Corpus 
Christi pmccssion (Craig "Coqus Christin 594)- There is no evidence that the plays 
had been combined into cycles before the early part of the fourteenth century... It is 
of cwne believed on linguistic and metrical p u c k  that many of the plays go back 
to the thirteenth centmy. There is no evidence that the plays were wrinen at the time 
of the establishment of the festival of Corpus Christi They hati for the most part 
been in existence long befo~  that time. (Craig "Corpus chisti" 597) 

Craig also dismissed the idea that the plays developed out of processional dumb shows on 

the grounds that "these could hardly have come into eninemr at all until after the community 

had been educated by famiiiarity with h e  plays." (Craig "Corpus CEsti" 600) Craig's 

arguments emphasized the religious and English @ties of the Corpus Chcisti plays, de- 

pecuh literary phenomenon. The flaw in this argument was that he did not discoss the 

process by which the plays moved h m  Latin mto En- or their relations with such 

similar Middle En&.& materhk as the Gospel of Nicodemus or the Northem Passion. 

Craig's tacoaa wexe applied to the Jiturgid drama by Adeline ~exmey~, who added 

41Hardin Craig, The Corpor Christi Recession and Play" 
13 (1914) 589402 

4AddiocJamey, "A Further Word as to the Odgin ofthe Old Testsmnt Plirys" 
phnoronv 13 (191 5) 59-64. 



allegorical material connecting Racbael, the wife of Jacob in the Iiturgical Ordo Joseph, 

with "the Rachael who utters the planctus in several liturgical plays of the Slaughter of the 

Innocents", in order to demonstrate the "pure origin of the plays of Joseph in the matin 

lessons and respouses and in the many sermons of the Lenten period." (Jenney 61; italics 

mine.) Jmey also pointed out the dmilarity in the Gregorian division of history "from 

Adam to Noah, Noah to Abraham, Abraham to Moses, Moses to the advent of Christ, fiom 

the advent of Christ to the end of the world" to the "outline of the cycIes of Old Testament 

plays, which.- grew out of the dtamatization of the lectiones and responses." (Jenney 62) 

In 1916, Merie Piersona attempted a carefully organized study of all the avaiIable 

reoords of perf' in order to examine Davidson's evolutionary theory- He &fined the 

theory in question as follows: 

L Crafts merely marching in the proassion. 
II. Crafts with banners in the procession. 
III. MuteMystelies. 
IV. Spoken drama in the procession. 
V. Separation of the plays from the ptocessioa - - 
On tht authority of Mr. Spencer a p. 81) one 
more smge might be added: 
VL Pageant wagons and actors in the procession after the separation from the 

plays. (Pierson 11 1) 

Pierson's study was methodO1ogidy unique in that for tbe fitst time, the records h r n  

di£Fkmt places were examined separately: 

In neady tvery case, Davidsw's theory could not be substantiatd: for York, he said: 



The material for Yo& presents some difficulties. Afta 1426, passion and 
pageants were on diffezeot days. Before 1426, the plays may, if the entry for 
1426 has been correctly in- have been acted during the procession. 
The course of the two through the city was the same. Both started at Holy 
Trinity (entries 1399, 1426) and stoppad at St Peter's and St Leonard's. 
Obviously more mataial, covering the period from 1325 to 1425, must be 
found to senle the matter- (pierson 155) 

The article concluded that in Yo& "I, I1 aad IV to 1426 (?). V" (159) are represented, and 

in general, that 

If one wishes to find the real relationship between the Corpus Christi 
Procession and the Corpus Christi plays, he must find it between I311 rmd 
I40 O.... We have as yet no material covering the period Wy. The source 
material for the history of the plays ia each town must be examined 
separateIy, and the conc1usions obtained must be applied only to the 
individual places h m  which they w a r  drawn. (Piason 160) 

Pierson presented a new methodology, rather than a new theory to the field; rather than 

attempting to hypothesize or to rework Davidson's theory, he pointed out the gaps in the 

available facts, and left them open, hopemy to be ftlled in by further discoveries of ncords 

improvement in the way the York plays were perceived. Wells summaripd the known 

i.dormation about the plays and MS, and then provided a remarkably positive critical review: 

among the authors of tht English plays those of thc Yadt cycle are of notable 
independence and original@- When considered from all the points of view 
of age, extent, @ty aad infltlcacc, the Yo& plays or the origjds they 
represent, are the most impDaant of the English cycles- The plays of the 
asswled first, or formative pei06, h i i t  strongly the old liturgical 
cbracter and purpose of merely making clear the incidents dealt with. But 
the pieces of the Iater periods are virile and spirited, fit& and vigourops 
with a power that is rude and gentle by turns-.. the rendably realistic 
tmtment of the subjects- achieves an obvious prime pmposc of vivifying 
and nmmtiting the stories by presenting them in tmns of the vulgar life of 
the day. (Wells 555) 

Wells, John Edwin The York Plays" in A of the W w  
- 0  . 
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selections from the Yo& Mercers' records through the Surtees society? This volume 

provided more derails about the proddon of the plays and their inter-relationship with the 

workings of the Mercers' Guild Sellas showed the Doomsday play as a comparatively 

d part of the day-today life of the guild: "originally the Mercers themselves took part 

in the repmentations, but their civic and social importance forbade such diversions and 

professioaais were introdwed to t a k  their place*' (Selian xxiv) Commenting on 

a 1526 inventoly, twenty-four years a f h  Thomas Drawswerd was hired to substantiially 

remake the pageant, she said: "It is a dreary pi- of dilapidation, the great angels which 

want one wing is pathtic, the absence of one little angel heartbreaking." (Sellan Me- 
6) More impo~antly, she provided a f e g  picture of the culture of the guild itsek 

The easy interdependence of social and religious life forms an amaaive 
p i e  (vii) ... afta 1420 the documents are full of personal details which 
bring before us a crude, reckless, possibly dishonest crowd; but men who 
~ll~~nscientiously were doing their part as pionems of the empire. (xiii) The 
merchants devoted themselves to amassing wealth with a wholehearted zed 
unrivalled even by the ficnzed efforts of the twentiethatmy gold- 
worshippa*" (Sellam - xix) 

She also noted an (assumed) connection of the Mercers' Guild with the Paternoster play, 

wondering "why it was suddenly appropriated by the Mercers-" (Sellan xxv) 

The meter of the Yo& Shepherds' play was compared with that of the Shnwsbury 

O#kbn P 4 s t o m  by Frances ~iIler* in 1918. M i l k  found "similarities of thought and 

diction" as w d  as "mtdcd ccmespndences" (Miller "Metrid" 93) between the two texts. 

The comid portion of the Yo& play between lines 3&85 &as 

no relation to the Shrewsbury fbgment and may be passed over" since "the 
comic nature of the intapolated mated b] indicative of a later, more 
sedarid period of composition than that produchg the more strictly 
liturgical stauzas which precede and foJlow. (MiIler "Metrical" 94) 



Miller noted the presare of tht Northern Sepenar stanza in both the York and Sbrewsbury 

texts, but did not spec@ what the relation between the two could be beyond "a co~ection 

closer than is immediately evident." (Miller "Metrical" 95) In 1919, she added another 

artiden which 

confh[ed] Miss Fostds early statement (Modern Language Notes 36,169 
ff.) that in the Yo& passion plays th playwright turned to vernacular 
sources, and that the Northern Pasrion and the middle English Gospel of 
Nicodemrcs form the basis of whole plays. (MiUer "Passionn 92) 

In 1918, Grace ~rank~nsponded to Cady's w o k  arguing that it was misleading to 

assume as he did, "that the text of an entire cyde may periodically have been subjected to 

revisioa" (Frank "Revisions" 565) She demotl~tfated instead that "the plays themseIves 

reposed in the hands of the guilds" (Frenk "Revisions" 566); thus, in the case of Yo& and 

Towneley, 

each [was] subjected, at least during its formative period, to the vicissitudes 
of We within its particular aaft. Some of the crafts were fortunate in king 
able to command the savices of a femarkab1e Wakefield playwright. Othas 
were content to boaow h m  Yo&, pahaps revising or nwriting later. Still 
others continued to use old plays p i d  out by bornwings from elsewhere, 
or enlivened by a scene or two h m  the hands of the Wakefield dramatist 
The possfcbilities art almost inexhamtiile, and nearly every play when thus 
considered presents a separate problem.., In- to make confbsion worse 
confomded, the Yo& plays were themseIves undergoing the various 
processes of change all the while. (Frank "Revisions" 571-572) 

Frank also questioned the logic of assuming that couplets and quatrains indicated complete 

seprate editings "since couplets and quaaains would offa tht easiest fams for emendations 

at any  tin^" @tank "Revisions" 572) The compamtbeIy small h p h n c e  of the text in the 

records "points to tbt crafts, and not tu the town anthodties as those held respomile for the 

texts-" (Frank "Revisionsn 570) Sbt argued that tht plays at Yodr were subjected to editing 



as an entire cyde only late in their history in 1568, when "this order, and the orders of 1575 

and 1579 w m  brought about by the sweeping changes of the Reformation." (Frank 

Interest in the textual relations between the Yo& and TowneIey cycles pealred in the 

nheteen-twenties around the controversial theory of Marie ~yle*, a studeat of Hardin Craig's 

who argued in her doctoral thesis that "at an earIier period, the York cycle and the Towneley 
. . 

cyde were, as cycIes, one and the same." (Lyle 5) While the idea of a 

"parent cyclew had alnady been suggested, Lyle went further in assertiag that the process 

was not based on sole authorship of individual plays, which were then borrowed as separate 

entities from one cyde to the other, but that the process was one of contiauous misioa 

analogous to that which produad the popular ballad This approach discarded the idea that 

the shared Towneley plays w a e  ncctssarily borrowed later from an already existing York 

cycle; in fact, it made it possible for Lyle to argue that in some cases, the York play 

represented the lata edition, and the corresponding Towneley one, the original or parent- 

cycle version. 

The parent cyd+ she argued, was a vapacular series c h m t e r h d  by the presence 

of the "Bums" stanzaU), which was based on the Northern Passion, Separation ocnmed at 
* * 

some point "at least be fa  tk year 1390" (Lyle loll), when mattdals from 

the Gospel ofNuodanrrs were being a&mibd. 

Tht contact between Yo& and Towneley must have extended into the period 
in which the influence of the Gospel ofofnicoctanrrs was f a  because two of 
the plays common to both cycIes, Thc Hmowing qf He& and 
Resrare~incl~materiadenivcdfromtbatsourcc Theseparationmust 
have ocumd, however, before that mated was completely a s h h k d ,  for 
three Yo& plays incorporate lVkodenurs material while the correspondhg 
Tomeley plays show no trace of it Moreover the number of Yo& plays in 
t h t N o n h c r n ~ m a t f a r ~ t h t n u m b a o f T ~ e y p l a y s h t h t  
same metre, thus indicating that, m aI l  probability, the Tomeley cyde 

$9Made Caroline Lyie The of the YpdLppd Towwby C v h  * .  

( M h w p i s :  Univasity of Mimresota Press, Studies in Language and Litaahne No. 6, 
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includes cenain plays of the parent cycle, which, at Yo& were subsequently 
turned into the Northern Sepenar metre or o k  stanzaic forms. (Lyle . . Onntaalw 

Yo* then underwent various revisions relating to the financial well-being of the guilds, 

while Towneley was her  revised by the Wakefieid editor in his characteristic stanza form. 

Sometimes the material of one, sometimes that of the other cycle most cleariy represented 

the panat cycle; Lyle used a number of determiniag factors, including the pfe~ence of 

Septenar and "Burns" stanzas, the evidence provided by Burton's lists and the Yonk 

Memorandum Bo& and the idea that the York plays underwent a post-separation 

simplification in order to bring thm more into h e  with the scriptural narrative?' She 

divided the plays into six groups: (1) plays that are almost identical, which she coosidered 

to be of the parent cyde; (2), (3) and (4) plays with varying degrees of shihity; (5) and (6) 

plays that show no evidence of relationship. She pfoposed that the foilowing epbdes of the 

second group ("similarity in snuctural outIine and verbaI agnemnt in isolated passages with 

retention of many common rhymesn (Lyle I&& 54) were closer to the parent- 

cycle in Towneley than in Yodc Pt@catbn ofMary: MagiIComing c f t k  k e  Kings and 

their Gifts: Flight into E m :  T'entpU~ Prophetic Prologue to Annuncimion; John the 

Baptist (?); Conrpirocy; Last Supper; pans of the CmcijEon and Buricrl; Appemance ro 

Mary M a g d k h e ;  parts of PeregM. Of the third group, the Anmmatm 
. .  and Vtsitation 

plays showed revision from Towneley to Yo& and of the fourth group, the Tomeley 

ko-g corrrspoaded to the Yo& plays C-n and h ahc Way to Chlvcuy- The 

Yo& versions of these episock were thus daivcd from a shared parent which was now more 



In a review of this thesisn- which Lyle bad chimed was based in part on her workn, 

Grace Frank questioned some of Lyle's conc1usions: 

Miss Lyle's parent cycIe, M e  Davidson's, pretends to no tm30rmity in 
style or verse structure.... No formal attempt is made to &tennine the 
chronological order of the metres.... Some of the plays composed in the 
Noahem Septenar stanza, therefore, are assign ed... to the parent cyde while 
others are believed by her to have been revised afta the separation .... Miss 
Lyle might pahaps have estabIished the depmdence of her parent cyde upon 
another vemadar source by including the Cursor M d  in ha cornpadsons. 
(Frank "Review of Lylew 46.47) 

Frank's review was generous and sympathetic: she charactaized Lyle's proposal as 

admirable, plauslibIe and valiant and she concluded with the hope that Lyle would extend het 

ze~earches to other cycles. 

In 1923 JK ~ o o r e ~  began to examine the plays, not for their origins, but for what 

they mded about one aspect of the En- dramatic tradition, the music. Moore focussed 

on angelic song in the Nativity sequences, finding that the idea of singing angels originated 

in the liturgical plays: 

the camcarols that we know seem to have sprung up much later- under the 
influence of the already-existing Nativity plays (90) When once the angelic 
songs had become fixed as a fcaturr of the miracle plays, their spectacular 
possibilities could hardly have been overlookecl, Latin liaagid songs must 
have seemed more and more a special attniute of the angels, as the human 
characms moved toward rralirm and comedy. (Moore 91) 

Moore did not track the progress of angelic singing in the Iiturgical drama; he drew his 

examples p d y  h m  the MnacularpIays. He fooad that angelic song was used "to locate 

heaven, to indicate the passing of angelic messengers, and to s01emniz.e religious 

%mceFrank,mr.of ~ ~ T o O m % w C ~  
. . by Marie 

C. Lyle. N m  35 (1920) 45-48. 

%yleeitcdGraceFranL"RevisionsintheEnglishMjsteryPlays"MaQmXV 
(January 1918) 181-188, which she used in her d o n  of the 1917 PhD. thsis for 
publication in 1919. 
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ceremonies" - they were " d e d  ova from or patterned closely affa liturgic chants and 

sequences." (Moore 92) He used the example of the York Shepherds as an instance of 

humour surrounding song, pointing the way forward to the sixteenth-century parodies of 

church music found in King Johan, Thl Lijk und Repertrance o f M q  Magddlat, and Thc 

Tragicd History qf Dr. Fcu(stl(s. This artide shows that the mystery plays were now 

available enough that they were being incorporated into tbe discourse on Eli7abethan dHrma 

In 1924, Joseph Quincy Adam' anthology Preys- 5 

appeared It was cleady designed as a teaching, ratha than a research tool. Wre the Manly 

anthology. this textbook included specimens drasvn h m  each of the surviving texts to form 

a composite cycle. The selections from Yo& were again the Notiviry and the tart 

Jdgement.  The composite cycle still did not include a Crucifixion play of any kind, 

although it moved closer to the Passion sequence by including the N-Town Trial ofChrist 

and the Chester HmrOwing #Hell. Tbe texo w e n  annotated with modem meanings, rather 

than with alternative Middle English readings. This would probably have been the textbook 

studied by most American un- in their first encounter with the plays for the next 

two or three decades. 

Tempe Allison ~~ntnamd an article in 1924 titled The Paternoster Play and the 

Origin of the Vicesns which argued that the form of the lost York Paternoster play might 

have been based on the allegory of Hugo of Saint-Victor. In this scheme, each of the 

petitions of the Lord's Raya was Jinked with one of the Seven M y  Sins and with a 

petition f a  the coacsponding virme. Ek examined the Beverley Minrce Bmk record of the 

"pageantof viaosen and themes of allegorical vice figures in the latamoralities, concluding 

that the York play was cyciical in fom and that the vices were comical figures antedat 

to those of the moralities, lesser sins to be bed up for scorn in d e r  sub-pageants. His 

and NY: Ho-n MitBin Co; Cambridge: The Riverside Press, 1924) 



sardy linked Latin and English renaissance materials and aied to sketch in the p k  that even 

non-exMIIt texts must have heId in English literary history. 

A *throwback' article by P E   ust too? appemd in 1926, in which like the 

philological scholars off- years ago, he provided a short series of improved readings on 

medieval dramatic texts, "for what they arc w o h W  His readings were based upon sense, 

meter, rhyme, the corresponding Towneley plays and internal conformities, and purported 

to present the "original" wording; they did not, however, present the reading of the MS as 

authoritative. Dustoor published again in IW. providing a long bibliography of previous 

work in the same vein (mostIy oId; the most recent was Manly's), and justifying his own on 

the basis of two motives: "emendation of seemingly c o q t  readings, and.. justification of 

the present text against certain emendations suggested by others." 

John ~anlp argued in 1927 that the Iost saint or "miracle" plays were more 

important m evoluti011511y teems than the extant Biblical episodes: "the Scripnnal cycles had 

little capacity for developing skill in dramatic composition or a taste in dramatic art.... 

fundamentallyY. [ k y ]  are not dramatic and spectacular, but epic and oratorical." (Manly 

"Miracle Playw 141) "It was probably in the miracle play, rather than in the better-known 

scripture play and moraIity that the technique and themes of the stage of Shakespeare were 

developed." (Manly "Miracle Playw 153) 

1928 was another f d e  year for medieval drama scholarship; three different articles 

appearedinthatyear'spMLAalo~~t. Fraaces~dargucdthat~ilbcrr~ilkingtonwas 

5'PE DPstoor, Terrtual Notes on the York Old Tesmmeat Playsw A- 52 (Uareh 
1928) 26-36. 



probably not the author of the Northern Passion, and that even if so, was M y  not the 

author of the S e d  Pas tom or the T~o~molt of Totenhmn She also aaadccd Lyle, 

finding that "Miss Lyle's 1390 has no significance in reasoning out the formation of the 

Towneley cyclen (Fosta "PiIkingtonn 134), and after the application of linguistic tst$ tfiat 

it "fits neatly with Pollards dating in the first deca& of the fifteenth century." (Foster 

"Pilkingtonn 135) Fosta did not take the implications of this argument for the dating of the 

Yo& cycle any firrther. 

Louis waan6' made a new uraminatioa of the Towneley MS, which had been housed 

in the Huntington Liirary in San Marino CA since 1922. He too found evidence to 

substantiate Pollard: most stage directions were in Latin, in black iak; yet 

every one of the plays which deviates fram the uniform use of black stage- 
directions in Latin (Vm, XIV, XVIU, XX, XVI and XXW) belongs to the 
"York-borrowing stage" - the second of the thee stages designawl by 
Pollard.... May not these facts suggest, if not the work of more than one hand, 
a possible difference in the characar of tht original manuscripts h m  which 
the one copy was made? May they not even suggest wideIy separated 
sources or localities h m  which the originals were derived? (Waao 147) 

Eleanor Clark6' addnssed the question of tbt niation of the Gospel of Nkodantcs to 

the York plays, finding that "when tested by chronology, Miss LyleVs argument for the 

original identity of the two cycles appears to be essentially self-contradictory.." (Clark 160) 

To do so, she examined the five phys which Lyle claimed contained Nic&nw muerial, 

and were diffkrmt h m  the descriptions given by Burtoa: MaC, IOMII, XXXVIL. 
XXXWII, and XXXDl Questioning some obvious judgement calls on Lyle's part, Qadr 

found 

two plays m their present formcontain Gospel ofNiahodaus mated which 
is laddng in Burton's description; namely the role of Paftlla in XXX and that 
of the Centndoa in XXXUE On the other had, in The Second Trid 

and Tk H m r r n o i n g c f H d ~ ,  though pahaps that is not 

6thuis Wann, "A New Exaadnation of the MS of the Towmky Playsn . 
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agreanent in all Qtails between Burton's description of them and the text as 
we have it, the disqmcies cannot be accounted for on the basis of later 
additi01ls from the GospeiofNchodemrcs. In fact, material from this source 
was aIready present in the form of these plays d e s c n i  by Burton. (Clark 
158- 159) 

Based on Craigie's identification of the Yo* Harrowing #Hell with the Gospel of 

Niahodaus MS Harley 41%. which he dated in 1400. Clark concluded that the date of the 

revision must be after 1400, and before Burton's list in 1415. This play was, however, one 

of the six shared plays which Lyle identified as "panat me", and therefore pre-1390. 

Moreover, two more of them. Phamoh and Thc Doaun contained the Noahan Septenar 

st- wbich Lyle claimed was a manifestation of the Gospel 4 N . w  revision. Qark 

concluded: 

Scholars will hardly accept a nconsauction of tht "parent cyclen of Yo& and 
TowneIey until it has been & m o ~  that these six plays have actually 
escaped ~ v i s i o ~  It seems more hopeful at least to account for the changes 
on the basis of revision by individual guiids rather thaa by the theory of a 
consistent metrical revision of the cycles. (Clark 160) 

Clark suggested a large-scale change of f a w  in medieval drama studies: away from 

~arrowly focussed hypothetical turmal revisions, and toward the wider historical study of 

the social conditions that produced the texts we have. This approach had couristed since 

Lucy Toulmin Smith's edition in 1885, and the recent work of Maud Sdlars had given it 

finther impetus. 

Northern PCISSiOn, but a h  tht "general learning that a well-versed clerk of his day might 

possess" (Frank "St Martial* 235). The York play of the Last Supper (XXVII) named a 

disciple "Marcenen, and incorporated the episode of the example of the young &Id; FtanL 

identified thc two as St M;tItial of Lboges on the basis of severaI Fhmch sources, but 

refrained fbm identayiag any one as the direct solmx of this motif. 

On a more Sefious note, Fiank also pub- a reqnmse to tht wrangling between 

%mce Frank, "St Martial of Limoges in the York Plays" NO= 44 
(Apdi 1929) 233-235- 



Clark and Lyle in 1929~. She pointed out that Clark "appafenly confused the date of the 

poem [the Gospel ofNihortenttrs] with that of the MS in which it occurs" (Frank "Revisionsn 

315), and questioned Lyle's dependence on Burton's list: 

it seems bardous to me to attniute c31 discrrpancies between it and the 
extant plays to revision, all agnements between it and the extant plays to 
Burton's knowledge of these very plays. Omissions in some cases may be 
due to cmlessness or to a desire for brevity; agrcmwnt with surviving plays 
wed not rule out agnmmt with earlier versions than we now have. (EranL 
"Revisionsw 3 17) 

Frank's voice was that of a mature moderator, sk was carefdly supportive of Lyle, holding 

the opinion that Lyle's work "considerably advanced our understanding of the factors 

uderiying the many points of contact ktween the York and Towneley cyc1esw (Frauk 

"Revisionsn 317) She did not, however, support Lyle in the disputed areas: "the dates 

suggested by her must be abandoned ... ha attempts to iden- the Rmains of "parentcycle" 

plays do not always carry convictioa.. that the Yo& and Towneley cycles were originally 

one as cycles.-- must remain at best hypothetical, (Frank "Revisions" 317-3 18) 

The debate continued in the same issue with Lyle's =joinder? She addresd 

criticism which was dirrcted to the following three points in her thesis: 

(1) the presence of revised plays in the parent-cycle stage (ie. the origins 
identity stage), (2) the partition in Yo& of certain plays which are united in 
Towntley, (3) my suggested dating of the separation as "at least before the 
year 1390." 

On point one, she said "this common cyde... underwent considesab1e development before 

the separation.... then is no incoPsistcncyY, baween the revision of plays in the parent-cycle 

revision? (Lyle =joinder" 320) W& regard to the sccond point, sbe aped that the plays 

in question ( C r a t h ,  kwrecribn, Gmspiracy, Scouqhg) in Towneley were composed 

%race F* "On the W o n  Between the Yoxk and Towneley Plays" 
* * -44 (1929) 313-319. 
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in a simpler meter* and based the view that this form must therefore be older on Pollard's and 

Gayley's recognition66 of "the tone of an earlier period... 'an originaI didactic cycle'" (Lyle 

"Rejoinder" 321). After stanzaic analysis to demonstrate this contrast of forms, she 

The case* thus, appears to favour the expansion of the York Creation plays 
from the simpler Towneley account And likewise, in regard to the Towaeley 
R e s u m d m  Conspiracy, and Scourging, it seems to me more reasonable to 
suppose that we have instances of expansion cather than contraction. (Lyle 
"Rejohdcr" 323) 

On tbe third point, she backed away from the date 1390, saying "my dating of the 

separation ... is not essential to my theory of the originaI identity of the two cyc1 es... It in 

nowise affects the evidence.,. there is no way of determining definitely the date." (Lyle 

"Rejoinder" 325) Lyle did not abandon the core of her thesis, but the evidence she used to 

prove it seemed less credi'ble and more contrived, the more she argued. 

Lyle's academic coffin was W y  nailed shut by F i d c  In an article which 

charactedzed her work at various points as "illogical,. absurdn (Cady "Towaeley" 389) "pure 

conjecture" (Cady Towaeley" 391) and "daborate casuistry" (Cady "Towneley" 3%). Cady 

rather convincingly charged Lyle with "that form of reasoning which rearms upon itself, 

because it is implicitly based upon the very assumption which it attempts to prove." (Cady 

"Towneieyn 394) Her thesis, he said, was based upon the assumption that 

until comparatively late m the thEa  development of the plays there 
were no presentations of a cycle at Wakefield, but that sometime aftcr 1350 
and prior to 1390 the vemacuh Yo& plays were musported to Waltefield 
and there began a separate exhnce. (Cady Towneley" 389) 

the plays m groups I [Christ's birth to tht Doctors, pr#xded by Rophets] and 
III [ R d o n  and Ascension]- ceaainIy came ftom tht same liturgical 

-rank W. Cady, "Towneley, Yodt and T m  * - 26 (1929) 
386-400- 



sourceT and probably the same was true of the second group -on: 
Conspiracy to Cnrifixion],.. The same liturgy was in use in York, Coventcy 
and Wakefield.. and that out of it, in each town, growing independently 
-ugh rrpeatcd reediting, year after year, had come the tbree cycles. 
(Cady Towneley" 387-388) 

After finding logical flaws in nearly alI of her assertions, Cady suggested "a comparison of 

the development of these three cycles: a much man fruitfbl field of study than can be found 

in tracing the will-c+wisp of editorial changes through analysis of meter and rhyme and 

phrasal shhrities in the cycles." (Cady "TowneIey" 400) Cady's articIe had two noticeabIe 

effefts: prosodic analysis becam less fashionabIe, its seductions and pidills having betn 

demonstrated so clearly; and no more was heard fiom Lyle, or even in support of her work 

for some time. 

The first person to challenge the e v ~ l u t i o ~ ~ ~ i t u r g i d  approach was Oscar cargilla, 

who teStiEied in 1930 to its "wide and enthusiastic acceptancen (Cargill 1) and closely 

questioned the hypotheses upon which it had been founded, His study implied that neady 

all of the critical work on medieval drama to date was based on unproven assumptions. His 

easy dismissal of contemporary work in the field, now rather r e b b g T  must have been 

intolerable at the time: 

Hypothetic "parentn cycles, elaborate theories based on "Iostwphys, twelve 
thousand lines in c o q l i d  stanzas "pwingn out of twenty-two Latin 
words - these contentions seem to me, franklyT to be absurd. (105) 

Unfortunately, Cargill cocoacluded his book with the reiteration of the untilly hypotksis that 

Cilbat Pilkington was the compileFatnhOr of the Wakefield cycie, and thus of the S e d  

~(1storum~. The combination sans to have doomed his book; George C o w s  reviewm 

Cargill, @N: CoIumbia UP, 1930) 
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. * 41 :4 (Decexnber 

1926) 810-831; rrftMd by Frsmces Foster m puMications of the 
* * 43:l (March 1928) 124-136. 



revealed a number of lapses in his logic and even in his use of sources, concluding: "this 

book ignores the great body of fecognized work aIready done in this field, and.. its main 

conclusions rest on discredited or uasupported conjectures." (Coffman "Review of Cargill" 

617) The historid roots of the evoiutiomuy-lmngicai model were not ur;lmined again until 

1965, by O.B. Hardison, and even he avoided mentioning Cargills name. 

ChestaCurtia ntumed to the endless analysis of TowneleyNork relations in 1933", 

arguing io the case of the Hauowiag of He& that 

thae are evidences of corrections of Yo& in the Towneley text sufficient to 
indicate that Towneley had a text of Yo* superior to that presemed; that 
Tomeley made deh'baatt alterations of a Yo* t e x ~  and that TowneIey used 
a text of York closer in certaia pgaiculs to the source, the English Gospel 
of Nicodanur, than the extant text of York. (Cutis 24-29 

Towneley therefore b w e d  the Yo& episode, revised it, and then the York version itself 

underwent revisions. 

Addiag a posscdpt in 1930 to the dispute over the sources of Yo& play XIM, Eva 

Ereernan* suggested that the apocryphal bedding scenes might simply have been the 

products of ingenious advertising on the part of the guilds which produced the play, the 

Tapiters and Couchas: "proably the covdds were waved about and displayed to fbllest 

advantage as Damt Percula was being covered, and thus for a moment or so, the commercial 

instincts of the craft were given fke play." (FRcman 394) 

In 1932, Karl Young p u b W  an artide on the paternoster plap, including for the 

first time, the fbll Latin text of the re- of the Yo& guild of the Paternoster of 1389. 

Young s tmumid  the foIIowing items patinmt to the play b m  it: 

The primary W o n  of the guild was to perform a play treating the Lord's 

nChesta Clrrtiss, "Ihe Y d  and Towneley Plays on the Hamwing of Helln 
30 (1933) 24-33. 

%a Freeman, "A Note on Play XXX of the York Cyclew Nom 45 
(June 1930) 392-394. 



Prayer, and.. in it the sins and vices were denounced and the virtues were 
co mmended.... certain members of the guild wcse to accompany the 
performers through the sass..- one is tempted to infer that the play was 
performed on one or more pageant-wag0 ns.... In 1389 the guild owwd no 
property except the esuipment for the play and a wooden chest for stofage. 
(Yow~ "Pata-Nostern 543) 

Young substantiated the idea that the play was large and episodic in nature: 

Wore yielding to the conjecture that the Merchants sometha mdertook the 
whole of the Pmer Nostrr play dong with Duonrrday, however, one should 
observe that in the neighbouring town of BeverIey, the P e r  NOW play 
included eight sepamte pug&* and that the responsibility for each 
pagenda was assumed, not by one guild or association, but by s d  in 
cooperation- Thus in producing the single 'pagenda de Viciose' the 
Merchants were aided by the 'gentilmen, clerici, et vadletti.' (Young "Pater- 
Nosta 545) 

The connection of the Mercers' Guild with the Pater Noster play was later discovered to be 

non-existent; the reading was based on a nineteenth-catury c o d o n  to the ma~luscfipt 

which was detected under uItmvi01et light74 

In 1933 Karl Young's -of w i e v a l  mn Sealed into dogma the 

hypothesis that the civic Corpus Cbristi plays were the heal descendants of the liturgical 

Latin plays- Young argued that the origin of Christian drama was located in the Quem 

This IiblrgicaI drama was, for Young* an entirrly new phenomenon (ii Manly's terms, a 

gcnctic mutation as the source of a new species) "fk from tht contanktion of alien forms" 

of maredals on evolutionary lines of increasing cornplEltity-, as in Chambm, these lines of 

74Alexandra F. Johnston, The Plays of the Religious Wds of Yodr: The Creed Play 
and the Pater Noster Play" saecylmn 50 (1975) 55-90. 

% e e O . B . E l a r c l i s o o ' s m  
. . - 

Johns Hopkins Res, 1%5X petticuIady Ch. 1: "Darwin, Mutations and the Origin of the 
Medieval Dramaw for aiticism ofthis system. 



assumed chronoIogical development did not always correspond with the historical dates of 

the examples, but the differences were explained as geographical differences in rates of 

development, areas in which the surviving manuscripts provided an incomplete picture., or 

differences in the dates of the texts and the manuscZrpts which contained them, The liturgical 

plays ranged ftom the simplest Quem Quaeritis abpe to the possi'b'rlity of entire cycles of 

Latin church drama. Young's point was not to p v e  hat the vernacular drama evolved fiom 

the liatrgical; this was merely the unquestioned assumption which shaped his "primarily 

descriptive, rather than historical" (Young Drama 1:viii) investigation of the Latin church 

plays. Faced with an overwhelming mass of materiai", his choice of the evolutionary 

nchronologicaln arrangement may have been "at least partially the result of a w o n  

concerning how such a mass of material could ever be arrangedn (Flanigan 161) Young 

called it "the logical order of development, fiom tbe simplest to the most complex and 

elaborate. Resumably this is, in genera& aIso the historid order." (Young Drama kix) He 

seems to have chosen his descriptive emphasis as one way of sidestepping the acknowledged 

problems of chronology; the second method was the argtment that 

Unquestionably h e  was much inter-bomwing of dramatic texts among 
hemy centres all over the Wtst The Roman Liturgy was international, the 
dramatic pieces were largely con~e~ltionalized, and tk dates and provenance 
of the mauuscript seldom assure us as to where and when their contears were 
fim written. (Young mhiii) 

This wide historical sweep had the effect of promoting the generalizing view that the 

vernacalar Corpus Christi plays were a half-way stage of development between the pmity 

of the litrrrgical drama and the briIliance of the S w  stage, teligious and yet 

inceverent, the work of mnateursmnateurs Despite his d o n a r y  notcs, Young's work appeslred to 

demonsme dps ive ly  the evolutionary progress of the dramatic form. Like Chambas. 

Yollng saw the evidence of this progress m the adoption of the vernacular: "As the drama 

%ad Young, "The J h n a  of the Medieval Churchn in (New 
 have^^ p h e i y  pdmed, 1946) Quoted by C Clifford M g a n  in Tad Yo- and the 
Drama of the Medieval ChurchN m 

-. * n (1984) 157- 
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relin* its close acsociation with established worship, it gradually abandoned also the 

Latin of the liturgy in favour of the language of ordinary Life." (Young E423) He 

included an edition of the Sbtewsbury fragmmts (Young M14-523), the v d a r  

of which was a distinctly Northern Middle English, to demonstrate this cfossOver, and he 

argued that the vemadar cycles were thus descendants of the Latin plays, rather than the 

result of the institution of the Festival of Corpus Christi: 

the procession of Corpus Christi has probabIy been given an importance 
M y  justified by the known f a .  Aithough the poplladty of this feast and 
the elaborateness of the proassion undoubedly gave encouragement to the 
acting of plays, and influenced the methods of staging them, we are not to 
iafer that the v e q  existence of long religious plays in England during the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was due primadly to the institution of a 
new festival. (Young Ik425) 

Like Chambas again. be also saw the incopration of extra-liturgical elements, fkquently 

comical. as a sign of advancemeat toward scuIar rralism: 

We can only infa that those who were especialIy ambitious for the 
development of the religious drama must eventually have desind a Iarger 
Enedom for Iitemy and theatrical expamion than could be tolerated within 
theconfhesofautborhcdworship. ParticuIariyimportan~wastheimpulse 
toward incIEaSing the worldly appeal of the plays through the comic 
element,,. the hearty development of these suggestions was possible only in 
secular surroundings. (Young E422) 

These ideas aII had profound effects on later studies of English vanacular dmuB Young 

was ~dominantinfhraccuntilwdlintothe 1950's7? Inlasayears,b wodtwassaiously 

'9MilIett Henshaw, "A S m e y  of Sttdies in Medieval Dramam 
s- 21 (August, 1951) 7-35. Hellsbw 

declared "The crmcllt theory of the origin of IiturgicaI cirama stilI hoI& the fieId" (9) and 
warned the mwzrry reader about 'kadical criticism of the acceped evoIution of medieval 



questioned for its bask in "an unexamiDed assumption based on the ninetemth-centuxy 

nalistic theatn" (Fianigan 160); it stands however as a gigantic milestone in the history of 

eady drama s~holarship.~ 

The period from 1885 to 1933, during which Lucy Touhin Smith's edition of the 

Yo& cycle became a part of the corpus of English literature, coincided with the decades in 

which literary studies became pmfeSSionalisecL It is an odd period of scholarship: most 

studies of the York plays addnss the York plays only tangentidy in their search of origins 

and relations. Despite the pronounced social approach of Lucy Totunin Smith's edition, 

studies of the Yo* plays in this period were dominated by textual approaches which 

revolved around the problem of their relationship with the Towneley cycle, and therefore 

thdr place in the development of English literature; a few focussed on their social con- 

The religiosity of the plays seems to have been a baadicap to their appreciation. Their 'tm 

great rralism' generated a small amount of commentary, but no attempts to understand how 

and why the plays worked in their own tim Explanations of rhdr popularity were usually: 

they were rbe only drama available', or 'the Renaissance hadn't bppened yet'. Antholo@ 

avoided the Passion sequences of all of the cycle plays. A few Catholic scholars like Francis 

O'Neill Rgistend dissenting voices. 

The theory of evoiution provided a useful tool with which textual studies couid be 

'scieotized' While schoIars were not yet openly identifying themseives as the members of 

'schook', some differences between British and American scholarship are apparent. 

American studies, such as that of Chades Davidson, tended to be more 'scientific', more 

f d  on the development of layers of revision' ( W y  three in number) in the text, and 

often friendlier to the idea of continental and Fiend odgins British scholarship, ,lile that 

o f E I t ~ w a s m n r l i L d y t o k ~ i a d ~ m a a d t o d m y F r m c h r ~  

development has been somewhat q u e s t i d "  (328) 



in favour of native growth and evidence of national chmcm. Tbese, of coutse, are 

generalizations, contradictions of which existed on both sides of the Atlantic. 



Chapmb 

From Evolution to Revolution and Beyond: New Approaches and a New Edition 

Since 1933 there have been huge changes in attitudes and critical approaches in the 

study of the early English religious plays, 1x1- has shifted from origins to the cycle itself* 

from strata of revision in the text to the social context in which it was performed, and the 

intellectual context within which it was effective. It has come to be seen not merely as pre- 

literature, or pre-S-- but as literature and drama in its own right, This chapter 

traces the development and outcome of these shifts, which began in the late 1950's. Studies 

in the York cycle were particuiarly affeaed by these changes because York had come to be 

a widely-used exemplar in its organization and staging, and because in 195 1 Yo* became 

the first of the cycles to be performed. There were a number of causes which contniuted to 

these changes in viewpoint and method01ogy: perfommce and the increasing availability 

and use of civic and guild records ate the most obvious. These are ucamined separately in 

chapters four and five. Perhaps more elusive and widespread was the gradual hardening of 

and the eventual challenge to the theory of evolution as the model of literary development. 

Although seemingly 'scientifi~'~ the modeI cafded implicit suggestions and value judgements 

about the plays which were based in unstated, post-Reformarion Aotestaat nsponses to their 

religious content: that thcy were 'primitive', &y undramatic, valuable only in that they 

demonsttated the beginnings of the Shakespeareaa stage in their comical intrusions; or that 

they were 'corrupt' or ' i i '  because they contained 'secular' hfmii011~ of non-Biblical 

rnatetial;ineithacase, tbattbeydiedofffbrartisticrcascws,becausethe~stage, 

a more ' a d d  species, evolved. This modd did provide an easy way to teach the plays, 

a 'purely' literary approach which focussed on textDal matters and avoided the complexitis 

of 15th- and 16th-centq daml movemmts. As these implicitjuaganents came gmddly 

to be questioned, the fidd became divided into camps which sapported or challenged the 

evolutionary model, and when it became academicaIIy safe to challenge it, it appeared that 

arevolation, or metaphorically* anefOmMtiou, had ocumd. The effective demolition of the 

traditional evolution-based stmdPrt of ideas about mtdieval drama was followed by a 



variety of new approaches to the York plays. These may be divided mgldy into camps 

which focussed on social, historical, contextual details, m on Ii-, textual undersrtndings. 

Many of the new studies were based in attacks on tbe flaws of the oIder methodology-, some 

turned to the evidence of art history or typological interpretatiort. Many concentrated heir 

focus in &tailed textual analysis of single plays; some examined tht same cp* actoss the 

cycles; few dared to W e  the whole cycle, or all four. Mach of the critical scholarship since 

1970 has examined the quality of "realism" which has mubIed and stimulated studeats of 

the plays since their first publication. A conmversy over the staging of the plays in the 

nineteen-seventies (which is discussed in Chapter Eve) led to the intense -on of 

the textual evidence surrounding the plays, and finally to the publication of Richard Beadle's 

new edition of the cycle in 1982 It is my contention that although this revolution in 

approach appead to happen very quickly, it was the finaI result of slow processes which 

were taking place throughout the first half of the twentieth ccnutry. This chapter exp10tes 

the revolution and some of the critical approaches which foflowed, excluding the contfoversy 

around staging and records, and the effects of performance, which are examined in 

subsequent chapters. 

Alongside Karl Young's great work, G.R. Owst's 9 . . 

&@ad' also appeared in 1933. In a chapter titIed "Sermon and Drama", Owst deheated 

tht many resemblances between stock characters In the m#lieval preacbeis repertoire, and 

those of the cycle plays, suggesting against the grain of C P L Z ~ L ~ ~  thought that the vemacth 

EngIish plays drew heavily upon, and were shaped by tbe vernaculsrt sennon &on of the 

fo-th and fifteenth e i m i e s ,  rather than (or as well as) the d y  Latk hurgid dramas, 

Familiar association of the religious drama m its eatliest stages with the 
litPrgyoftheChmchhitbezto~to~blindedlwrstscboIarsmthef8a 
that in the pulpits, f a  ccnmries, the saaed episodes had been &claimd with 
a freedom and dramatic intensity unknown to mere littlrgical recitation.., 
Even then, if the sacred Iiturgy mast stin be  held responsible for the birth of 
the drama, to the pulpit would be due its nativt devdopment and 
popUlari.lation. (Owss 474,479) 

'GX Owst, % . - 
(Cambridge UP, 1933; revised 

second edition, London: Basil BlackweiI, 1961, reprinted 1966) 



Even the strains of 'comedy' and 'realism' in the cycIes. which were often read as a sign of 

national deveIopment, could be attlllibuted to the traditioas of the sermon iitaanm, neither 

national nor evolving 

Here then, we have cleady the fruits of that sermon Realism which our First 
Chapter revealed, a Realism indeed as widespread and international as the 
medieval pulpit at least as ancient and originaI as the naive humour of 
Odo's Fables, or the plain speaking of a Jacques & Vi- (Owst 479) 

He argued that the evolutionary theory was erroneous because modem scholars had been 

deceived by the Tudor writer of the Qlesta Banns into attributing a false authorship and 

premature date to those plays 'Lhe reviewes, although interested, were mostly mconvinced: 

PET. ~ddrington' said "the reasons given by Sir Edmund Chambas for tht transfer of the 

plays to the churchyard still seem to me sufficientw (Widdrington 341); and Howard R 

patch3 wrote "Dr. Owst goes too far in at least seeming to believe that the sermons can 

explain every medieval deve10pment for example, that 'it was popular preclchiitgII. that 

brought about the secularization of the drama'" (Patch 234) 

The journal literatme continued for a time to refine the papetualIy intacsting 

question of the relations of Yo& and Towneiey by examinhg smaller pieces of text tmder 

kmsingly stringent cdtaia, one of the most powaful of which was the use of records. In 

1934, Margaret ~Cusler' dismissed Millicent Carey's theory that the Yo& version of Cain 

and Abel was based on that of TowneIey by aping that handwriting did not equal 

authorship. She condudtd that the York episode was written by a splicer of existing 

3Howard R Patch, rev. of 0 0 

byG-R-OwsS 
9 (1934) 233-234. 

Carry W w  T- Cv& @&more= Johns Hopkim 
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materials and suggested that York probably influenced Towneley. 

In 1937, P E  Dustoop pointed out that the MS of the Rtgista contained two versions 

of the play of the Crcation of Adam and Eve; Lucy Toulmin Smith had p ~ t e d  only the B 

version because it was texhlally superio~ Dustoor supplied an edition of the A text, pointing 

out the mon pronouncedly noahem complexion of its language- Also in 1937, MendeI 

~rarnpton' used the records supplied by Davis and Sellars to trace which guilds p e d o d  

which vexsions of the Cain and Akl episode, and when. He concIuded that the original was 

paformed m 1415-1417; that John UaL added two dissociated fragments to restore the lost 

play contained on two missing leaves in 1558; and that somethe between those dates it was 

bornwed in Wakefield and partially nwriacn by the WaMeld Master- Marie Lyle's work 

was invoked by J o b  Harrington smith" in 1938 when he further developed Frampton's 

ideas. Working within the paradigm of slow, evoIutionary development, he found the 

Wakefield dates puzzling and concluded: "There is no tim left for a 'primitive cycle' in 

which plays borrowed from York w a t  gradually substituted. hfessor Framptonts 

researches and mine... confirm Miss Lyle's theory of a start fiom a practically en b k  

borrowing- I should put the date at about 1400." (Job Harriagton Smith 600) 

In 1938 George Coffman pointed out some changes in methodology which he had 

obsmed in atnwt studies of medieval litetat~re:~ 

century was a Shdy of tht ohgin of medieval typs. IUustratioas of this are 
the work of such schohrs as Manly, Am and Young in the religious drama.. 
Dudng the past fifteen years among Americans, there have been notable 

E . r  The Yo& Cnstion of Adam and Eve* I J w  S- 
. - - 8 

(1 937) 23-28. See also Beadle's 1982 edition, p-417. 

' M d  G. Frampt~n, "Ibc Bnwbanet Inrapohtion in the YotkPlay ofthe SaxScim 
Cayme and M" 52 (September 1937) 895-900. 
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efforts to suggest canons for the study of literary history, ,. a more conscious 
attempt among litaary historians to find the conditions which evoke an idea 
or fonn. cause it to persist and to adapt itself in pattern and spirit to changing 
conditions, through a long period. Recent emphasis has thus shifted from 
origins. to continuity, tradition and heritage ... [the] ttalizaton that the 
English Renaissance owes as heavy a debt to the Middle Ages as to 
contempomy Italy and the classical past, to the daims of the native English 
tradition. (Coffmaa "Trendsn 500-50 I) 

This movement h m  origins to traditions became more obvious with t W s  passage, and was 

perhaps evident in other branches of medieval literary studies before it percolated into 

medieval drama studies. The haeased focus on native, national traditions was probably 

related to nationalism engendered by the Second World War. 

The hacasing availability and use of ncord~'~ both aided and made necessary the 

transition which Coffinan predicted fiom textllaUy-based hypotheses of origins, to socially 

and historically-based rrconstructions of actual events and traditions. This shift was also 

marked by an increase in &awareness on the part of the academic community; the 

challenge to older theories began to be accompanied by a sense of the psychological 

ftamework which had produced those theories. This sense is apparent in one of the most 

important studies of the medieval drama to this point, Father Harold Gardiner's 

w. Although it was pubIished in 1946, tbe bulk of the Rsearch was p e d o d  before the 

war, the book was written during the war upda the supmision of Kad Young. Gardiner 

argued that current dealings with the cycles were still iafluenced by P u n i t m h ~  

the elernat of religious controversy, of polcmid anhmsity which w i o d  
~finalyeanofthtrelipio~~stagemitsmiracIeaadmystayplays,hasnot 
dtoprrjudiceitsmmoryevadace.~othatwefiadeventodaya~ 
of Rtdtaaism still hovaing about the whole subject (Oardina xii) 

'oAKdesofextrvts~~Ho~BookswaspablishedbyAngcloRaiatinYQLk 
c &Q& ktwccn 1939 and 1950 Forkshire Arcko1ogical Society, Records Series 

nos 98,103,106,10g,llO, 112); the themmpblistrPA Chambalains Rdls and Books first 
received SeLious attention Eiom Anna J. MiD in 1950. 

t W i d C .  Gadher, e o f t b M a  
. . 

S m  Yale Stndies in English 103 (New ~ E I L  Yak Univasity Press, 1946) 



The medieval religious drama ended because "a kindred tyranny [to Nazi Germany] throttled 

its particular fieedom of speech" (Gardk vii), and not because they were supmdcd by a 

more highly evolved form of drama This attack on the end-point of the evolutionary 

approach challenged unstated Promtmt prejudices about a theme both secular and religious: 

Ia our current secular age, when we abide faithfully by the dogma that 
religion belongs in dm& and should not be heard and seen on the highways, 
we may find it hard to realize how a religious drama could have been 
popular; at most we are prepared to grant that it did have a hold on the peqk 
only because they knew no other kind; when the sedardrama burst on them, 
we imagine, they joyfitny and spontaneously abandoned Abraham, Noah and 
the saints for Tamburiaine and Dido. (Gardiner 1 13) 

This, he said "is a projection of our modem view back four hundred years." (Gardiner 113) 

By reexamining the mrds priated by Davies, Gardiner argued persuasively that the York 

cyde was apopulor cultural event which was eventuaily demoIished, not by the discontent 

of impoverished guilds or the appeamce of classically iafluenced "renaissance drama" but 

by a carefully pursued royal policy ofcemso&p. Despite bis dissent with the end-point of 

the evo1ution;lry theory, Gadherdid not challenge the beginning of the tbeay, the accepted 

hypothesis of the iiturgicaI origins of the Corpus Qlristi pIays. 

The reception of the volume was mix& one Catholic reviewer said 

The work represents a type of scholarship which has Iong and stiangdy been 
wanting in Catholic circles, the most npresentative work on mcdievaI 
drama has so far come from non-Catholic scholars... rheir vision of the 
medieval scene is often impaired by thcir inability to undtrstand Catholic 
doctIhest2 

embellishment on Scdptmal themes sincerely o&ndtd the BbIical-minrleA Rocestants" and 

for his "nam,wiy 1egalisti.c and unphiiosophicaI account" which "ntglects to observe how 

fd was the decline of the old plays because of the m g  t ick  of sccaladsm, Realism, and 



the Renaissance." [italics mine] EX. Chambasla thought "his book is a useful navey, 

although I do not know that it tells us very much that is new." As late as 1951, Millett 

  ens haw" echoed Wells: "he fails to see how much the decline owed to the rising ti& of 

secdarism, realism and the Renaissance." Gardiner's study bas gradually assumed fat greater 

importance than it had shortly after its publication; the idea that the! plays were suppressed 

for their religious content has bctn so thorougldy accepted that its reuraminarion was not 

requested until 1980." 

After the war and Gardinds work, the shin of focus from beginnipgs to coding and 

from text to context became more pronounced In 1950, A ~ M   ill'^ relied heavily on 

resead~ in the House BW~S" and unpublished Chambedains' Rok to track the demise of 

the Marian plays. She dismissed Davies' idea that the Mary plays were generally not in 

favour as a group, which was based upon the discontinuance of the Ferps pageant and on 

Davies' own Rotestant assumptions about the propriety of apoc~yphal material, arguing that 

14EK Chambers, rev. of + I by Harold C. Gardiner, &view of E&$& 
2390 (April 1947) 156157. 

15MiIIett Henshaw "A Survey of Studies m Medieval Drama, 1933-1950" Erporessof 
S- 21 (August 1951) 7-35; 

this quote 34. 

I6Bilis, Bing D. "The 'Suppsion Theory' and the English Corptls Christi Play: A Re- 
Examination" - 32 -32 1980) 157-168. Bills argued that the plays were 
not srtingPished by a cm&o~-deveIoped plan on the part of the government but by a few 
noisyPPritaPswhowatheardby 
sympathdicoffidals,codlldiDg"PPntamsm 

. 
wasonIyonefactor,audaveryIateoneat~ 

c o n t r i  to the M of the medieval cycle pIay." (167) The other fktors 
wetre economic: "we find tbat the very yean their plays were 'put aside', the towns were 
undertaking municipal pmjects, coping with poverty of aaft and town, or with loss of 
idmtry." (159) 

"Angel0 Rahr, ypdr Cmc Records - . (Wakefield= Yorkshire ArcheoIogid Society 
Records nos 98,103,106,108,110,112) 1939-1950. 



'The Assumption pageant and its appurtenances were still at this time [I4861 a live aad 

popular tradition." (MiU Pying" 811) Her article expIored the suppression of the plays 

along Gardiner's lines, but without his strident pro-catbolic bias, and her focus was wcial 

and historical, just as C o h  had predicted. C Fenno f off man" corrected Lucy Toulmin 

Smith on a point of attriion: the words of the musical passages in Play 46 'The 

Appearance of Our Lady to Thomas" came, not fiom an unidentified liturgical source, but 

h m  the GoErten Legend 

A 1951 article by Jesse Byas ~ e e s e ~  explored the versification of the Yo* plays, 

and discovered that thirteen2' of them "are not just 'ailiterated passages,' but alliterative 

vcnen (Reese 666), not loose' or 'ragged' in form, but with "intricate requirements... stanzaic 

patterns... [and] devices of linking." Qeese 668) Reese f d  more on the problem of 

comchg aitical perceptions about the quality of the writing than on detamining layers of 

revision, going only so far as to suggest that those plays "using the same medium, the same 

devices- wwld anainly scan to be composed by one or more authors extremely skilled in 

the writing of alliterative verse." (Rew 668) The scholarship of the early Eifties began to 

explore the period in wbich the plays were performed, moving gradually away from 

evolutionary origins and Iiturgy and toward endings and the v d a r .  

This direction of intenst into contextual mated also manifested itselfin a linking 

ofthtdramawithmedievalartandarchitcchne. This~ofthooghtwaspahapsmted 

19C. Fenno Hofbn, Jr, The Sourre ofthe Words to the Music in Yo& 46" Modern 
Nom 65 (1950) 236239. 

%sse Byers Reese, "Allitadtive Verse in the Yo& Cyclen 
- a3 

(July 1951) 639-668. This voImne is titled De&@ to Geptoe 

identified the foUowing plays: L Creation, Fall of Lucifer, XVLComing of the 
Thrrc X X V I , ~  to Take Jesus XXWLAgony and Betrayal; XXIXIPcter 
Denies Jesus Jesus Exanrined B e f i i  Caiaphas; XXXSmrm of Pikers WIfe: Jesus &fore 
Pilate; XXXI,Trial M i  Haod; XXXILSccoad AccPsraion B e f i  Pilate: Remorse of 
J*, PtlrchaPt of the Fidd of Blood; MWILSecond Trial Contintled= Judgement on 
Jesq X X X V L M o ~ o  CX&@ XL- of Our Lady to Thomas: 
XI,Travellers to Emrmq XLVSesth of Mimy. 



in the early ptodllctiom of Eve- which relied heavily on the "timelessn devotional 

quality of medieval art in order to create familiar and evocative pictures for its audience. In 

1951 Waldo F. M& explored the Qamatic quaIities of the Passion sequences of all four 

cycles using an architectural metapho~ 

the cyclic Passion is Iike the middle span of thnt aches, nisiag bigbat of the 
three but flanked on either side by companion spans n e c e s a ~ ~  to 
architectural unity-, or it may be compand to the centraI pauel of a triptych, 
a position in which it is often found in medieval art. (McNeir 603) 

McNeir's article asked Wow war it that pious medieval folk could endure the atrocities done 

to Jesus?" His solution was psychological: 

A & h i  heightening of situation may have the e f f a  of anesthetizing the 
feelings and inducing a ha@hypnotized absorption in the -tial 
interest of intolerable ~ccurretlces. It is this sort of dramatic relief that the 
painful details of the Crucifixion pmvicie. (McNeir 623) 

McNeir mentioned the 'upcomingt production of the Yo& plays and was therefore reliaat for 

his h a g i d v e  ncoIlStIUCtion of dramatic tensions upon pictorid ar& rather than upon that 

momentous live paformance- 

Another strand of thou& which went back to Chambas' work on fok drama and 

ritual, dominated in A.P. Rossiter's &gj& Drama from the EakCLimes to the 

m. Rossiter narrated a movement h m  pagan into Christian ritual which 

underlay and shaped the medieval plays, thus explaining their apparent aesthetic dash of 

broad design and homeIy &tail. 

It was a senrlm&ed religious &ama in the vanacular: W y  in the hands 
of Craft Gtrifds: fined with much comedy and farce, cspcciany in England; 
but the fotces of RIIVAL stiIl direct it, The drama of the Churcb set out to 
Christianize h-, the mhde-pIays hmnnnirrrt Chtistianity. (ROSSitef 
53) 

Waldo F. McNeir, The Corpus Christi Passion Plays as Dramtic Art" &a&&n 
489 (Jdy 1951) 601428. This volume is titied Stndres C&KS 

- 0  



The materials of evolutionary theory and of the Cambridge anthropologists fitted together 

conveniently. Rossiter liked the York plays for their coarse comedy, suggesting that "the 

midwives were cut out of the Ndivizy for going too far", and that perhaps Yo& once had 

much more of "the sort of thing" (Rossiter 67). His critical judgement of the texts was the 

by-now familiar and crushing 

From the literary point of view the workmanship is never far from crude, and 
in the older strata, insipid to a degree beyond Hymns Ancient and Modem at 
its tritest. (Rossiter 66) 

One of the most popular miedes of forma1 criticism to be applied to the cycle pIays 

was the use of typology. Northrap Frye's 1982 definition of the typological method of 

Biblical interpretatiou is a guod one: 

Everything that happens in &he Old Testament is a "typen or adumbration of 
something that happens in the New Testamen t.... What happens in the New 
Testament constitutes an "antitype," a realized form of something 
foreshadowed in the Old Testame~t. @ye 79) 

This kind of reading provided an undemaading of history which was both vertically and 

horizontally located, in the forward movement of time, and in the revolutionary hope for the 

end of time. Typology has been employed since the late nineteen fifties to decode literary 

works heavily indebted to Christianity, particularly works of medieval literature. It was 

popularized as a literary tool by Eric ~uecbach~,  who clariiied the expaasion of the word 

figura, a term often used inttTchangeabIy with "type" as 

the dominant view in the EPropean Middle Ages: the idea that eaahly life is 
thoroughly reaI+ but that with all its reality it is only &a orfigwa of the 
anthentic,fatpre,~truth,theredrealitythatwiUunveilandpreserve 
thefigunr, (Aaerbach "Figura" 72) 

Auerbach opened the way for mate specific Cxamipations of the pse of typology in the 

medieval plays: 

'JEdc A- a A * .  - - trans, 

Willard Tmsk (M: Doublday Anchor Books, 1957) i%st published in German (Bane: k 
Franke, 1946). See aiso Eric Auabach, "Figuran in 

tms Ralph h h h e h  @W Meridien Books, 1959) 11-76; fitst published m 
German in Feue (hdml,  1944) I 1-71. 



figuraI representation changed the Old Testamnt from a book of laws and a 
history of the people of Israel into a series of figures of Christ and the 
Redemption such as we jbd h e r  m the procession of prophets in the 
medieval theatre.... (Auabach "Figman 52, italics mine) 

The Eucharist as the basic idea behind the Feast of Corpus Cbristi, provided the ultimate 

example of a figure: 

This sacrament, which is figure as well as symbol, and which has long 
existed historically - namely since it was first established m the old covenant 
- gives us the purest picture of the coacmely present, the vdled and tentative, 
the etemal and supratemporal elements contained in the figures. (Auerbach 
"Figura" 60) 

The connection with the liturgy thus provided medieval drama and indeed all of medieval 

art with a0 underlying hidden truth, the Christian message of redemption: 

Everything in the dramatic play which grew out of the liturgy during the 
Middle Ages is part of one- and always the sam context of one great drama 
whose beginaing is God's creation of the world, whose climax is Christ's 
Incarnation and Passion, and whose expected conclusion will be Christ's 
second coming and Last Judgement. (Auerbach 137) 

Writing about tk tweifth-ceatury Jeu d ' e  Auerbach found that the drama provided the 

connection between d#achcd interprrtive technique and the realities of everyday existence: 

... aU the heights and depths of human conduct and an the heights and depths 
of stylistic expsion find their mody or asthetically established right to 
~~d~tbQeisnobesisfotascparationoftbesublimefiromthelow 
and everyday, f a  they are indissoIub1y connected with Christ's very life and 
Suffixing. Noristberranybadsforconcanforthtunitiesoftim,placeor 
action, for there is but one place - the wodd; and but one action - man's fall 
and redernptioe- here there is a movement. h m  distant legend and its 
figural mtaprrtationimoeveryday wntanporaryrrality. (AuerbachMm& 
13) 

Typo10pical interpretation, baKd in traditional Chdstian exegesis, was an attractive 

methodoIogy because it tooL the religious content of the Corpus Qlristi pIays Seriously, and 

yet off& an almost clinically daached way to explain it, and because it d e d  the 

authority of the long aadition ofschoIastichm If this was how the mertieval scholars had 



prformawxs of the whole York cycle, Hardin Craig published m o u s  
- 

w, a textbook compendium of av;lilable information. Heavily reliant on the 

works of Young and Chambers, Craig's approach to the cycle plays was that they were 

primarily religious, and that they evolved This idea was beyond challenge: "How and why 

they did this we do not b o w  with any gnat definiteness. They were liturgical and they 

became secular; this fact is obvious and needs no p f . "  (Craig Epolisb Re- 
. . 

88) Craig's devotion to this idea was itself religious: We may believe then, that the Corpus 

Claisti play was set up, pbably on the model of an inclusive dramatic form invented on the 

Continent.., m] theory of the development of the my- plays h m  pantomime... is 

possibly an ineradicable heresy.." (Craig . * 
133, 134 italics mine) 

Because Young's orpizing work had found plays in aII stages of "deveIopamtn at various 

historical points, Craig was forced to propose the principIe of "independence of chronology 

that charanaizes religious drama as a whole" (Craig f i  . .  59, which 

permined him to disregard MS dates. Regarding YO& he argued that the Shrewsbury 

fhgments preserved a portion of a much older, evolving and liturgical version of the Yo* 

cyd+ which "was initially composed fiom the fonowing existing plays: Pastores, probabIy 

a Stella, Quem QueriliP, H o d h i s ,  and a Peregrini." (Craig 
* 

210- 

21 1) Craig aiso revived the theory of Marie Lyle (who was, after all, his doctoral student) 

to argue that the existi~g Yo& and Towneley texn sprang fhm one identical source play, 

and that either text might provide the more amma@ reading, depemhg upon d c s ,  and 

he argued for the antispity of the Chester cycle. (Craig r 2 14-2 18) 

The Yo& text he argued, had undergone a long Series of revisions: 

Somtimmthtdyfolracmthocn~thtY~amhodties,gottogethe+ 
their simple play$ put them m the Cofpus Christi p m a s i o ~ ~ ,  [added] the 
play of the Last Judgement [as] suggested or imitated horn the Chester 
~ y c l e , ~ o f t h e f i s t t h i n g s d o ~ w a s t h e R a r r i t i n g o f t h t ~ o n  
groupiatheBumsstanzaonthebasisofthtNorthentParria Also, 
probably vay early since the Passion is a ncccssary subject, came a grand 
revision, passiMy a new composition of a Passion group, this also done in 



close conformity with the Northern Passion ... CI'he] plays composed in the 
Northem Septenar stanza point to a clearly marked set of rewisions... before 
the Wakefield cycle was sepluately established and a€ter the main series of 
revisions based on the Northem Passion .... Much of the matexid for these 
revisions caxne fiom the poetical Gospel OfNicodemus.., probably after the 
middle of the fourteenth ~e~ltuy,.. -1 an extensive rewriting of fourteen 
plays in alliterative verse in connexio~.. with the alliterative style centring 
in the last half of the fourteenth century. (Craig Ennlish a . . 
235-238) 

Craig's a p p d d  of the plays left little room for the possibility of art; they were religious and 

must be so understood: "one might concede to them skill in a kind of poetry exceknt in its 

expression of the temper of an age." (Craig -us 238) He was 

disinterested in the purrnit of comic moments as a link either backward to pagan rituaI, or 

forward to the Renaissance; this, he said, is the wrong way to read the plays. Ofthe age 

itselt he was less tolerant: "we have to do with the co~lservatism and slow perfectionism of 

the Middle Ages. It need not disturb us too much if we find that these efforts towards 

perfection were often extredy &judged." (Craig 
. * 

18) 

Naturally, Mg's undastanding of the end of the mystery plays was opposed to that 

of Gardiner, although he began by saying +There is no doubt that Father Harold C. Gardiner, 

S J., is right in his contention that Reform was the chief enemy of the mystery plays", he 

quickly softened the idea by q u h g  for the superior dramatic forms of the Renaissance: 

T m e  must have been some defection.... from the traditional mystery and miracIe plays 

because of the introduction by the Renaissaace of the finer dramatic art of,. Terence and 

Plautus, and.,. Seneci~" The e v i h  of popular support for the Corpus chisti plays in 

YorkandChesterwas thus~cvidencethat"insuchplacts,ttseMid&Ages~dow 

in 'waning'". (Craig . - 
354-355) The mystaics, he argued, "were 

medieval m their essence and tht Middle Ages were passing awayY- A good many of them 

seem to have died out of tkmdvcs, and that death was no doubt no great cause of gdef to 

t h o s e w h o m k t h e R o t e s t ; m s ~ ( C r a i g ~  
- .  363) The quality which 

h e & d ~ a d m i r a b l e m ~ n i i s i o p S d r a m a w a s d ~ w h i c h t h e n p a s s e d t o t b t  

Renaissance and becam a distinguishing cbaraderistic of the English race: 

It is not a mattct of tk fixmI and often thin thing called Iiterary iofIuence 



that makes Macbcth remind one of Everyman, but a community of race and 
purpose that found expression in the drama of two diffkmt though still  
closely connected ages. 

Craig's Anglophile and Rotestant biases formed the underpinnings of his approach to the 

plays: his dogmatic belief in progress and admcement, his reIiance on contdlable texruaI 

analysis, rather tban upon the apparently chaotic historical evidence of chranologidy 

diverse records and his insistence on tk religbus quality of the plays provided a closed and 

final reading of the texts. AIthough his refemas were uptodate, he never once Mntioned 

modem p e r f i i  The book did provide two tools for tbe Md: a standard work, and an 

honest delineation of the logid leaps which were necessary in order to believe it. The 

critical approach to Craig's w o k  especially during the 1970's and 1980's has been 

consistently to dismantle it; y e  it is worth noticing that his work gave the field a ttemendbus 

boast by attacking the old prejudice in kwnn of comical demanding instead that 

the plays be taken as a whole, as religious ah Unintentionally, he provided the next 

genedon of scholars with a set of ideas against which to rekL By crystallizing the ideas 

of the first haIf of the century into an ademic dogma, Craig ironicaIIy forced the fidd wide 

open - one had to either subsmibe or disprove, and much of the tremendous growth which 

followed was directed toward the lam. 

The beginnings of this movement may be located in the work of F M  s a l e .  Since 

Craig's chronology of the York cycle's development depended on tk status of Chester as the 

oldest of the cycles, Saltds work afkuexl Yo& studies. The product of the 2954 A k a u k  

Lames at the Univesity of Tomnto, Salteis voIume on Chester questioned several of the 

aSSumpcio11~ wbich had at this point become fundamental: Chester's status as the oldest of 

the cycles, the attniuticm of authorship to Ranulf Higden, and the nliability of the Rogers' 

description of the wagons. By examining WilIiam Newhall's 1532 Rochation,  Salter 

demonstrated that previously nncommented deIetions and Correctious in the text indicated 

that 



with the disestablishment of the Church of Rome, the civic officials became . . 
d o u s  to nmove h m  the Plays which muustend to the prosperity of heir  
city any dour of Roman Catholicism-.. in 1532 or 1540 the plays [were] 
removed from the jurisdiction of "this monastery dissolved" and taken over 
by the Town Hall... What could be more reasonable than to ascni  them to 
the man whom all the Id antiquaries of the sixteenth centmy h o n o d  as 
the first Mayor of Chesra? It would seem that Arneway first came into the 
picture at this poidt (Salter 36) 

Salter went fkther, tracing Higden's association as 'author' of the plays to 15'75, when the 

Late Banns "turn Higden into a dwar t  champion of Rotestantism against Rome"; having 

e l i m i m d  both Amcway and Higden, he was left with: 

the simple statanent in the Proclamation wbich Wliam Newhail revised in 
1532 that the plays were 'devised and made by Sir Henry Francis.' ... they 
come into being at the very t h e  wheo we have our earliest ~ferences to 
mystery plays elsewhere (Salter 41-42) 

Saiter dated the plays in 1375 at the earliest, and well aware of the relation of his position 

to the weight of contemporary opinion, continued 

It will sean to many in this audience I am trying to shake the foundations of 
a fabric of knowledge of the mystery plays of England carefiulIy built up by 
generatons of d e n t  scholars We& one good turn deserves another let 
me hurl another brick. (Salter 42) 

This second 'brick' was the idea that the plays were never 'secularized' or divorced from the 

Church - thy continued to be amtroIIed by the Church through religious guilds a d  abbeys, 

and wexe a form of Chmh pf0pa85~1da, of "religious folk dt.aman. Despite their commercial 

value to the towns, and despite efforts by the townsmen to 'cleanse' them of the 'taint of 

Rome', they wae inevitably extinguished by tht Refozmation. This 'taint' was not a negative 

value for Salter, going back to Ruskin's ideas, he praised the religious fabric of medieval 

society as a place which was "spacious and bwpitab1e enough to indudt a l l  the elements of 

human life." (Salter 52) 

Much of the positive Iight in which Sater read the pIays was derived h m  "his 

humane intenst in people as tmC]qKdCd sources of arVn Unlike Rossiter, he argued 



strenuously that the plays were not silly or amateurish, "The real duty of criticism is not to 

brush them aside as aude and childish, but to ask what there was in them that could appeal 

to sane and ~t';i%i'ble men in a civilized country for more than two hundred years" (Salter 83) 

They were dike  the work of Chaucer. he argued. because 

~arethtproductsoffolkartistry-and~fokareamsts-.theystillwmr 
to us encrusted with the living and thinking of real people..- Hereafter was 
immediate and important to them, and religion was their daily b d .  Thert 
is another England that looms large and comparatively neglected in the 
ballads and mystery plays. This is an England clustered closely around the 
hospitable and all-inclusive Church. (Salter 10 1- 102) 

Salter's use of the records highlighted the fact that the productions of the plays were 

expensive, carefully-planned and involved large numbers of people. By shifting the 

emphasis from evolutionary delineation of literary forms to the appreciation of dramatic 

qualities in the plays which emphasized an attractive vision of a specific time and place in 

Menie England', Salter provided a radically new way and reason to study the cy& plays. 

The implications of Gardiner's and Salter's research were taken up by Glynne 

WIckham, who explored the spectacular stagiug of the medieval plays by mans of p a d &  

with court pageantry, jousting and the indoor entertainments of minstrels in 

e. Wtckham attacked what he charactetized as 'Victorian scboIarsbip': 

It is becoming increasingly clear that for some four hundred years we have 
ken  the dupes of Rdan bigotry whtrt the medieval religious stage is 
concerned (wlclrham 8) 

and rlcmanrleA a general reappraisal of the middle ages as sophisticated and matme, and of 

the plays as Iarge-scale, q e n s k  and Cardlluyarganized prodnctions, rather than as 

deficient literary texts- Wickham's reappraisal came out of a post-war view of bmnan 

history; progress was no longer linear and positive, but ran in "repeated cyclic ptems of 

growth, fruition and decay." ~ t c k h a m  7) Wtckbam believed that a 'new p e r s p d d  was 

in order, and he reduated the evolutionary theory which Craig propo~nded in tk light 

of Salter's work on Chtster to argue that the vernacular cycle plays came into being in the 

Wlyme wick ham,^^ Rodedge and Kegan Pad, 1959; 
republished with COLfeCtiolls 1%3) All quotations are tiom volume one: 1MO - 1660 (1963) 



late fourteenth cenaay b m  existing Latin cycles which the ngular clergy d d  no longer 

perform, due to the size of the plays and the decimation of the Black Death, and that the 

Church held intellectual controI of the plays until the end; he argued that the conventions of 

civic pageants and tournameats co~ltn'buted to their sumptuous staging techniques, and that 

the typical playing space was a locus andplatea, of which the pageant wagon was simply the 

adaptation of a few specific towns, rather than the rule for drama in England. His new 

peqective was general and often hypothetical rather than spedfic and textual, he often drew 

on the visual sources of continental records. He focussed on Chester rather than York as 

exemplar, and was much more interested in the staging of the plays than in their poetical 

texts. Most of all he took issue with the idea that the English medieval plays were in any 

way childish 

The issues of religion and of how to address the religious content of the plays were 

addressed by Eleanor Ross# in 1961. Beginning with the thesis that "no clear-cut 

standard" of evaluation of tk "reIigious drama p a  religious drama... has been agreed uponn 

(Rosser 7), she asked "Why have we not valued the mysteries to the degree that they 

fulfilled their purpose as religious drama?" (Presser 11). answering her own question, 

"Modem man is simply not Christian in the way that medieval man was." (Prosser 12) Her 

solution was a "two-fold approach, based on a knowledge of religion and an imaginative 

identification with the audience attending the plays." (Presser 15) Her formalist appmisal 

approached individual episodes as separatt plays, which sought out theme, conflict 

resoIution, plot, and daaraaaizacion, rather than poetry or rcabm and evaluated cach 

episode on the basis of how welldeveloped these aspects were, and how tffectively the 

episode fulhllcd its firnetion as religious drama, 

Jaome ~aylop disctlsscd the Feast of Corpus Christi as a rmifvina str~cture ofthe 

29EIeauor Rosser, Playx A Re-A- * *  . 
(Staaford CA: Stanford UP, 1961) 

3 0 J ~  Taylor, "Dramatic Stmctm of the Corpsls Christi, or Cycle, Plays" in Bemice 
Slote ed. (LhcoSocietv(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1964) 175-186. 
Also published m Jeronte Taylor and Alan NeIson eds. &&mi F w  . - Crrtrcal (Chicago a d  Londo~  University of Chicago Ress, 1972) 148-156. 



Corpus Christi plays, proposing that 

cocre~p~ndences [areJ footed in a common intention to commmotate the 
wonders by which the Divine King reintegrates the ~eatunly kingdom 
disobedient to his law..- the history of these wonders can be considered as 
the unifyiog action of the cyde plays. (Taylor "Structure" 156) 

Religion should be not be considered as an impediment to tht dramatic @ties ofthe plays, 

but as the foundation within which were contained the inherently dramatic attri'butes of plot 

and historical development, and which provided them with 'unity'. 

The ideas of Chambers, Young and Craig were addrrssed by O.B. ~ardison~' in 1965. 

At this point, the facus of interest in the medieval plays had already shifted to the study of 

their staging and dramatic effectiveness dthough the idea that the Corpus Christi plays were 

the descendants of liturgical tropes was still taught Hardison examined the nineteenth- 

cenw assumptions which formed the underpinnings of the Darwinian approach to 

litemure, calling for the recognition that the works of Chambers and Young are "more than 

a~tho1ogies of ficts- They are the product of a partesCUIar moment,-. which encouraged the 

belief that one approach to litaatun is correct and that others are either wrong or trivial." 

(Hardison 2) Hardison utamined the inteIIectual background of Chambas' "objective" social 

and historical appfoach, pointing out that it provided a shaky argument riddled with 

philosophical contradictions and a thin disguise for a Victorian discomfort with religion: 

In retrospect, Thc Mcdicval Smge is a composite of the often contradictory 
ideas shaping nkteenth-centrrry historical scholaship. It is a t&qh of the 
effort to collect documentary fects, but many of the facts are, by common 
agree!mat, tangential, It is strongly innnenced by the analogy between 
biological and literary evoIution, bat the evoIutionary hypothesis is 
contradicted by Chmks '  sense of the Remissana as an antithesis to 
medieval calmre, and weakened in respect to medieval drama by the 
impossibility of establishing a chronology of the movement fhm Quem 
Quetitis to Cops Chisti cycle, It atten+ to tmdcrstlad the social and 
economic milieu of mdieval drama, but it is a f f d  by anti-clericakm to 
spCha~th~tbcdrcrmatcelementsinreligiottsdramaarrtrratedsa 
nbtllion againsf religion, rather than as attempts to express it. M y ,  its 
cfefinition of dramais bdeqmte. @adison 18) 

3t0.B. Hatdison, in Ik 0 * 

of Modem (Baltimore: Johas Hopkins Ress, 1%5) 



Arthur Heisennan's mie# of Hardison's volume mack it dear how profoundly felt 

was this challenge to the traditional views: 

With magisterial erudition, Hardison shows how the great works of 
Chambers, Young and Craig grew from late nineteenthcentury analogies 
between biological and literary species, how anti-cleridism warped their 
conceptions of liturgy and drama and how such presumptions led to the 
misRading of plain evidence* I know of no more salutary appraisal of the 
giant-race of philologians to whom current medieval studies owes its 
existence- (Hdsaman 242) 

Literary studies of the Corpus Christi phys were also profoundly a f f d  by Brecht's 
* .  vision of epic theatre? The scholar who most thoroughly asmdakd Brecht's ideas into 

medieval drama studies was V A  ~ v e ?  He did so by examhhg and redefining the genre 

of the Corpus Christi play as game, a maniag included in the term l k *  This genre of 

drama was diffezlent in kind from the drama of the western European tradition, which he 

identified with Bncht as the 'theatre of illusiont; while the lucivs never sought to hide its 

theatrical quality, it behaved according to its own rules, the rules of the game world- 

it "imaged" sacred personae of the highest importance to man, and it sought 
to instruct in matters central to the salvation of souls= it was considered 
profitable game.... Like all play, this drama depended on f o d  order, 
without which, ptognss within a game and pleasure from a game are aIike 
imposs1ibIe.- Today, playwdghts liLe Brecht, IOIESCO, and Bedcett have 
gone back to this older idea of theatre or have worked in tams consonant 
with it But the cycles can give us the thing itselfin its first flowering, and 
if we would read them, stage them and understand them ppedy, we mtlst 
Ieamfintofalltorespondathegamellanntof theiraction. (iCove20,23) 

~hnsm~theCorplsChdst iplays~thewhokgarneofhUmanhistory .  The 

object of the game was salvation and the overall movement was comic rather than tragic. 

The problcmamic points (those which had aIready generated the grratest amount of criticism 

%ee Chapter Four for fhrther discusion of Brecht's influence. 



and expkmtion) - the comic aspects of the Noah and Nativity stories, and the brutality of the 

Passion sequences - were those in which the ludic quality was most apparent. A re- 

evaluation on this scale of the way the drama worked also necessitated a ~nvisioning of 

human nature, good and evil. Of evil, Kolve said 

Christ cam to die for Adam's sin, and the legacy of Adam to his descendants 
- man's fallen natme..*. Natural man - not Pilate and not Satan - is ultimately 
guilty of Christ's de ah.... they [the cycles] are rooted in the place where aIl 
explanations must start, in our metaphysical identity ni I'mrgc ni Mte (Kolve 
234-236) 

Of good in human nature, he said: 

The good men, like the evil, live in sodety, are dfkngrosscd and busy with 
affairs-... Humankind is a single estate, defined by the instincts and 
limitations of a fallen nature... The ultimate value of tbe good is obedience, 
and later, chariw, whatever their initial instinct, in the end they bend 
hemselves to W s  will, and though they remain categorically separate from 
Him. in the end they become His good and chosen servants. (Kolve 264) 

Within this concept of game, Kdvc's method drew upon all four of the cycles, and where 

appropriate, the other mdieval plays and contemporary works of religious instruction aad 

meditation, most in the vernacular, Kolve did not see the plays or their audiences as 

"simple", but as diverse - he therefore postdated a range of educational backgrounds and 

The effiect of Koive's work was graQal and pmform6 By providing a f d  reading 

of the themes of game and Corps Unjsti, he provided a model of discome oriented toward 

the goaI of undcstaadiag the plays within thtit extant texts and ncordcd historical contuns 

The old questions of evolution and kind@ were r c f d  to the ffestival of Corpus Christi 

ioelf: by implication, the plays ume the prodpa of good weather and a new f m  in the 

hands of the guilds from their inception - what was ncordcd was chased, but P;olve 

allowed the historical lacunae of the documentation of these pmpositions simply to stank 



of D.W. ~obertson~. who infused a strong Augustinian sense of spirituality into his readings. 

He argued that medieval literature, the product of a culture which held a figurative and 

allegorical view of existence, should be understood in accord with this view, in which the 

superficial sensuaI delight of art is to be read as a meam to salvation: "this does not mean, 

however, that art could not be moving on the surface; it means that whatever d a c e  delight 

it involva should be refand to another end." (Robuwn 63) The work of Hardin Craig 

may be understood in this context; as well as that of thc numerous scholars who traced the 

iodudon of various Old Testament episodes in tht cycles to their figurative connections with 

those of the New Testament, 

Arnold w f i d  (a former student of George Coffman) examined the practice of 

typological inferpretation of the cycle plays in 1968. Williams argued that explications of 

typology were usefirl only &far as they enhanced understanding of the plays' dramatic 

potential: 

To a litaary critic, tbe bdamental question must always be whether the 
imagery enhances the dramatic impact, whether tbt sermon is good theatre. 
whether the typology fimctions under th conditions which govern any play 
produced by actors on a stage. (Wiiarns Typologym 677) 

He poimed out that the use of typology originated in (=hamdaa interpretations, and argued 

that its extension to other periods and genres brought a dccrrare in its validity, suggesting 

some aitaia for its appiicabilay: 

Whatcanolpoogicalurcgcsistellusabomthecydeplays? Howshallwe 
use it? What are its limitations? How closely can anyone nad a dramatic 
text, which was not origiaany intended for reading but for seeing and 
hearing? (Williams Typology" 679) 

typo10gy hadtobe inttnigiblyconveyable hmthe  stage- Interestingly, Williams &the 

3bdd- Typ~IogydtheCyckPlays: Some Critaia" -43 (1968) 
637484. 



eff- achievable in twentieth-cenn~y staging to determine intelligible conveyance. He 

examined recent typoIogical treatments of the Abraham and Isaac plays and the Shepherd 

plays, which had been the most thoroughly subjected to tbis method. He concluded that "the 

use of typology produces bad theatre" ~ ~ a u t s  Typology" 683); that the plays had tended 

to develop h m  fypo1ogid iatapraation in their sources, but to move p d u d y  toward "the 

most dramatic way of stating the scriptural story." (WWams "Typology" 684) Nevertbless, 

typological interpretatiom of various episodes continued to appear periodically (see Leiter 

196849 and Grove 1974, discussed below). 

h 1969, David Mill? published an examination of the shifts in critical approaches 

oaxlrring in medieval drama Mills separated the work in the field into three camps, the 

liturgical' approach, the literary' approach and the 'dramatic' approach, and criticized 1 

three for their use of modem critical Cenninoiogy. warning that 

the application of these terms, with all their modan connotations, to 
medieval dramatic activities, may lead critics to dwell upon certain aspects 
of these activities, to the adusion of other important f m ,  and may 
suggest a degree of continuity between medieval and modem play- 
construction which is unhelpful or even misleading. (MiIls 48) 

In the case of each camp, Mills uramiacd "what the familiar tarns signify when applied to 

medieval dramaw (Mills 48) He criticized the liturgical' approach for its unwarranted 

emphasis on a single continuous process of development, conduding with an appeal for the 

cycles to be "appfoached as SeIfdcient dramatic form with their own thematic and 

mcturaI Uaay*" (Mills 51) The literary' camp, as qxesented by Kolve and Rossa, was 

critichd for its suppition of "the pdmacy of stmctm resolting fbm concentration upon 

a particuIar themen (MiIls Sl), wbich redted in "an attempt to project a modan concept of 

stmcmrallmity~namdie~formwhichumj~stirsrcadilybeapproachedfroma 

different standpointn (MiIls 52) This standpoint was appentfy lacated in the 'dramatic' 

approach, which sought to recode the "dixnpancy betwetn dofainal purpose and 

aatPralistic e f f i n  (Mills 56) He coduded that "this cna&ence of natmhm and 



docaine is inxparable from the nature of the Corpus Christi plays themselves" (Mills 57) 

and mmmended, ratha than recodation, an emphasis on the "tension between tone and 

doctrine" (Mills 57) and the hterpIay between the two as an antidote for the "new concern 

with artistic unity wbich the Renaissance brings into England" (Mills 60). 

It is important to note that activity regarding the Yo* plays was taking place 

concurrently arcttmd the themes of performance, staging, and records, areas which are more 

thoroughly dirmssed in Chapters four and five. The journal literature not immediately 

concerned with these areas made movements in a variety of directions: typoIogical, social, 

historical, formal, and d y  contextual. 

Louis kite? applied typology to the Creation of Adam and Eve play. finding it 

marked by "repetition of wd-known phrases from significant passages of the Bible, and 

[the] use of repeated imagay that o h  repmen& Brblcal metaphor. or that metaphor fully 

developed by paaistic  tator^ or^." These devices acquired meaning through accretion, 

which made the text more comprehensiible in symbolic than in nanrralistic ways. Leiter 

concluded "what at first looks thin, obvious, open, may, when examined from these points 

of view, begin to quiver with a vitality and resonance." (Leiter 129) 

In 1%9 Arthur ~ r o w n ~  produced a commentary on the published records of Yo* 

calling for a more con- understanding of the plays in relation to the city which 

produced them: 

... we shodd not forget that the whok business had liak or nothing to do 
with 'doset drama' or a 'coterie drama' or 'art for art's sake'. It was part of 
du very life blood of YarL, a chic activity depldiPg for its existence on the 
aadcsmawho~andproducedityearaftayear,  Itwashtimatdy 
bound up with bigger events, political and reIigious changes, visitations of 
the plagPe, never since in England have we had a drama which was linked 
so dosely and in mry possible way with the life of the city around it. 
(Brown 417418) 

39AahtP Brown, T o &  and its Plays m the Middle Agesn 
(Germany: Max Niemeyer Vedag Tfibingen, 1968) 407- 

41 8. 



This study was strictly limited to the records and did not indulge in the practice of relating 

the records to the plays. 

Donald S. h4d=lure4O explored the symbolic and commercial relations between 

pageants and their assigned guilds. J.W. ~obinson'~ produced a source study of the Nativity 

pageant which traced the influence of the iconography of St Birgitta, concluding 

It is clear tbat the York play is uaique among extant Nativity plays in 
skilfully substituting material from the medimtive Versions of the Nativity for 
material h m  the legendary ~ o n s ,  anti thac the play becomes in tk 
p'ocess an intelligent and shapely piece of work. (Robinson 254) 

Caroline W& examined the source of the music recorded in the play The Appcarancc of 

Our Lady to Thomasn, and pmposed that the Golden L e g d  of Jacobus de Voragine 

provided the words to the songs, although it did not provide the source mamd of the play 

text, The songs were tran~~l'bed in modan notation and published with tbe article, with the 

conclusion that the pIay had been gentrally under-appreciated Robert ~ r a w e r ~  analyzed 

the character of Pilate in plays XXIV, XXX, XXXK XXXm, MCXM and XXXVm, and 

produced a close reading which argued that the characttr was thc pdwt of mikd authodaI 

intent, *than of several contradictory redactions. Pilar was the complex iepresentative 

ofsatiredirectedagainsttbosewhasewoddlyargumentsagainst~~dmthtmand 

reveal their folly." (Brawer 296) Thomas Grovea published an cxmmely formaIist 

JODonald S. McClme, "Commetcialism m the Yo& Mystery Cyclen &&s m 
. . 

2:1 (Summer 1971) Indiana University of Peunsyivania, 32-34. 

41J.W. R o b i i  "A Commea;tary on the York Play ofthe Birth of Jesus" 
70 (1971) 241-254- 

%amhe Wall, "Yo& Pageant XLVI and Its Musicw 46 (1 971) 689-701. 

4%bert Brawer, "The -on of Pilase m the York Cycle Play" 
693 (Jdy 1972) 289-303. 

%omas Grove, "Light in Darkness: The Comedy ofthe York 'Hanowing OfHelI' as 
seenagaiaatheb&&op o f t h e C h e s t e r ' H a r r o w i n g o f H ~ ~  
791 (1974) 115-125. 



comparative uaminarion of the Yo& and Chester Harrowing of Hell episodes, concluding 

that the York play "provides its audience with a comic overview - a divine penpective 

though which to view the entire drama... comic images of light and solace." (Grove I IS) 

Grove's excessively fine-toothed aaalysis extended even to the verse structure of the Yo* 

play, which he claimed predicted the ovaall form of the episode, or perhaps even of the 

whole cycle: 

The 12-line rhyme-scheme contains an 8-he alternation between a and b, 
concluding with cdc& The scheme could be interpreted two ways. Jesus 
codd be qmented by a and Saran by b, and the prophets and Michael as c 
and d The &line confkontation might then suggest the central confrotation 
of the drama, with the brilliantly subtle prediction that the drama will end 
before the play does and that the play wiU t i d y  focus upon diff'nt 
elements than a and b's alternation.,. On the other hand, the scheme may 
pronounce the me etaaal rehionship between the figures of the drama, 
rather than a temporary -on within the drama of the ham>wing. Thus, 
a would be Jesus, b the Iimbodwders, c and d Satan and his cohorts. In this 
interpretation, the strength of a and b over c and d, which one could hear 
continuously throughout the drama, would signify the final dominance and 
victory of good over evil - exactly what the dramatic action signifies. (Grove 
125) 

In his introduction to the 1972 anthology &&vaI E@i& m - s  CnPc;irl 
. . 

a Contextual. Jerome ~ a y l o r ~  addressed the issue of how the medieval drama might be 

critically approached without invoking the causal-developmental ideaIs of evolutionary 

It is not P story of change, but the fecord of changes made.... constant in its 
application of a single w c  analysis, it compares the anajyzeci 
constituents of fhished prodncts of art, and it leaves- an inspiry hto the 
ptoductive p~ocess. The products may be classified according to Iikenesses 
and differences in rrspcts consistently defined and in the simplicity or 
comp1Wdty- with which they manifest them- no exchange of influence, 
even were ChronoIogicaI pinpointing posi%Ie, can generally be more tban 
guessed. Not some story of how they developed but the story that they 
developed, the dcsaiptive charting of definitive points of change, is a 



dEciently graphic aim for histories of medieval En- drama (Taylor 16- 
17) 

This form of analysis searched for lilrmess and difference through the use of definition and 

descriptioo; its focus was specific and individual, rather than generalizing and holistic. The 

essays of the Taylor and N e h n  anthology, the first to be devoted exclusively to medieval 

drama dealt with various points on the chron01opid spectrum f?om liturgical drama to 

morality. but none attempted anything approaching synthesis. S e v d  were examinations 

of the contextual background of all the Middle English examples of one sort of play: John 

Elliott analyzed the d c e  of Isaac* and Alan Nelson the Temptation of Christa. David 

J. ~eigh' found in the Doomsday plays a precursor of the moralities. J. W. ~obinson " 
examined the eight Passion plays of the York cycle which Charies Gayley attrihkd to the 

York Realist in order to &fine his 'realism'. He found that the York Realist's work was 

distinguished by extraordinary attention to detail for consistent development of plot and 

charaaa, and therefore that the term is a misnomer 

Heis,mfa*.mmofanahaalisticplaywdghtthamarralist, HisChristis 
also crowned with thorns ~ ~ t a b l y )  - but even here, his special kind of 
reaIism seems to show indf, for afta the crown has been stuck onto Christ's 
headthaescans tokopolcsebcfoe thrbbdbeg inr toappe~~~ 
399-402) - no other medieval En@ dramatist cared about &tails like that 

@John Elliott jr. The Sacrifice of Isaac as Comedy and Tragedy" m Jerome Taylor and 
Alan Nelson eds  &&val F&ps C:- 

. . (Chicago and 
Londox Univasity of Chicago Ress, 1972) 157-1 76. 

*Alan Nelson "The Temptation of Chr& or, the Temptation of %ann m Jerome Taylor 
a n d ~ I a n N e l s o n e d s ~ ~ C ~  

. * 
(chicago 

and London: University of  Chicago Press, 1972) 21 8-229. 

?David J. Leigh "The Dooms& Mystery P& An Eschatologiical Morality" in Jerome 
Taylor and Alan Nehn eds. &&d v ~ ) r a m a -  C m  

. . 
(Chicago and London: Univasity of Chicago Press, 1972) 260-278. 

'3Robinson, LW. The Art of the Yo& Realistm m Jerome TayIor and Alan Nelson eb. . t ~ ( a i ~ ~ a n d m ( ~ b i c e g o  1972) Z~M- 
244. F i i  published in 60 (196263) 
241-51 . 



(Robinson "Realist" 242) 

His 'Ralism' was not sirnpiy a matter of show-aIl stage convention; it was defined by subtle 

detail, carefid attention to plot continuity and suggestive irony. 

In 1972 Rosemary Woolfs The M v m  PW re-examined the Latin 

liturgical drama and argued against a direct connection with the English cyde drama, calling 

its influence "negligii1e in that it is ow in trivial instaoces that thc mystery plays draw upon 

the drama as a direct souraw. Ha argument had two main points of focus: 

Liturgical drama never left the Church, but coatisted with the mystay plays 
almost thughout their Wetime..,. there was no steady evolutionary growth 
in liturgical drama towards an ever higher degree of fepce~entationalism, this 
growth reaching its fbhess in the fourteenth century when tk mystay plays 
were first composed. (WooIf3) 

She argued iostead that the development of the Corpus Qlristi cycles was probab1y more 

related to the chnate of England and to the b& with liturgical time, and that the plays 

became attmaed temporarily to the Corpus Chdsti procasion, as a teaching tool for a 

"propagandist ceremonyn (Wooif72), breaking away Iater to more convenient parts of the 

year and taking only the name of Corpus Christi to record their assodation with the 

celebration. She noted the dif6cuIties of processional performance without naming Nelson 

or Stevens (see chapa five). She argued that the processional fonn of pafonnance must 

have been derived h m  th prousion it&, and that this was only a temporary bond due 

to tht difficulties of combining pIay and pnxrssion, one which left only its nam to record 

the assodation. Tht buIk of Woolfs work was a play-by-play cornpadson of the fom cydes, 

This approach emphasized the literary qualities of each episode and deanphasized the 

overall characteristics of each cyde, In York she found a lot to praise: the God of the 

W o n  sDccessfuny embodied the spIendour of thought in verse which the portrayal of 

o ~ ~ t h e t h e o 1 o g i c a l " t b e a y t h a t S a t a n ~ h i s s t a n t s a s c n a n m I e a d s  

in the Yo& play to a more subdued and subtlu style., What is so acutely presented in 



logical argument by St Thomas is h m  most deftly and imaginatively translated into 

litemme" (WmLf 108-109) The Last Judgemnt was noubling, a theme ordhdy presented 

as sorrowful in sermons juxtaposed with a joyous debration; 

Yo& alone movingly depicts the restoration of a serene rdationship between 
Christ and the saved, which in structural terms is more important than the 
condemnation of the damned The equipoise of Yo* is perfect, (Woolf 299) 

T b  analysis was precise and careful to avoid generalizations. In the end, she criticized 

former app~~aches which had tended to nductively and destructively seek out the seams in 

the text; Wre the Cbnterbiuy Talc, the variety of styles and "felicitous conjunctions that 

are haphazard beautiesn in Yo& provided a text "dramatidy h e ,  so wious in style and 

mtre and so indisputably the product of multiple authorship." (Wooif 305) W d  found in 

the increased rigidity of the (Iater) C h s t a  cyde the signs of a literary tradition grown 

mon'bun& the end of the cycles, she argued, was due to the changing temper of the times. 

This Protestant temper had also marked early scholarship in the field, such as that of EX. 

To any educated man in the second haif of the sixteenth century they could 
only have seemed barbaric relics of an earher ignorant age, provincial, 
shape1ess and m-ve. What the refornm destroyed was W o r e  productions 
of a monbund Iituary form, which, though s t U  chaisbed by local 
townspeople, no longer had any staading amongst the learned and the timazy 
who fomedy had written them, nor amongst the royal and aristocratic who 
had eariier ken  amongst their audience. It is only nowadays that it is 
now  file to look at the plays with unbiased eyes and judge them in tbdr own 
tams (wooif 323) 

Woolfs work uramined the plays against each other and against the backdrop of 

co- soprccs provided by continental records of plays, art, heo10gy; the culture 

formal discourse which was not evolutionary, generabe& or marked with un- 

Rotestant b c i  and her solution to thae problems was in t k  specific c o w  of play 

By 1973, LeviSicmist scholarship on the Capls Christi plays had changed enough in 



f- methods and opinion that Stanley KahrlS1 produced a guide to it, which opened with 

the announcement that "the tempre-ShaRespcuremt drmM is best buried once and for all." 

(Kahrl237) KaM examined the process by which the old assumptions about the cyde plays 

aad how they might be studied had fallen, "the process of revaluation of a relatively 

neglected corpus of medieval literature unchaken at long last by medievalists who valued 

tbat corpus in itseIf, rather rather as a p lude  to something eke." (Kahrl238) He observed 

that in recent studies, the ev01utionary comection with the Latin liturgical drama and the 

justification for study that they wac  the primitive forbeares of the English Renaissance 

stage had given way to an increased appreciation of the plays as drama 

Kahtl's outline of academic history turned into a book? in 1974. Having 

demonstrated that n d y  aIl  of the hypotheses of the fint genedon of scholarship in 

medieval drama were based in unexamined assumptions, he set out to develop a set of 

criteria of judgement which w a e  based in the "actual conventions of the medieval cframatists 

themselves" (Kabrl26) He divided staging matters into two formats, the place-md-scafToId 

tradition of East AngIia, which was influenced by France, and the station-to-station wagon 

fonnat of Yo& and -, undemanding eaEh play was partly a matter of understanding 

the convention for which it was writtea "one criterion forjudging the effdveness... is the 

degree to which it d h s  the potentialities of the stage for which that particular play was 

written." (KaM 58) The shape and scope of the plays were thus causally related to the 

fonnat in which they were p e d o d  n ~ h e n  the choice made is for a self-contained, 

coherent single dramatic incident, the wagon stage comes into its own." (Kabd 70) 

KahrI's second great contniution in tbis voIume was his discussion of rralism and 
. - vetlSrmilicude. He pointed out that "the term 'realism' was most often used to descrii the 

comic or violent elementsw (EM 72), and that this definition of realism was based in the 

Realist school of k m t m ,  which appead around 1859, when Darwin's Bipip of S& 

nSCaaley Kahd, "The Civic Religious Dnrma of Medieval Eqhmk A Review of Recent 
ScbokRhip" 6 (1973) 237-248. 



was published For this school, 

reaIism r presented a break with the Romantic era, and is characterized by an 
insistence that the writer's task was to record the data of sense impressions 
verihble in common experieoce, as the only d i t y  which can be kno wa... 
rhroughout its history, 'ReaIism' has been associated with theories of human 
development which saess the effect on mankind of impIacable laws of this 
wotld. whether of Nature or society, as opposed to literatwe which adhexes 
to a belief in the operation of the laws of a transcendant God (KaM 75) 

Thus the use of violence and comedy had been critically interpreted as either a sign of the 

advancing evolution of the dramatic form (as in Gayley's work), or (as in Rossiter and Kolve) 

as natal elements. KaM proposed a method of evaluation based upon perfomance. in which 

what is sought is the audience's ability to resolve the conflict betweea deep religious feeling 

and the verisimilitude of satire as the play's action unfolds. (KaM 75) The criterion for 

dplaling with these troublesome elements, which raised debates about the basic nature of 

humanity, was "not the fact that the brutality of humanity is portrayed, but whether or not 

tbat portrayal is necessary to the theme and sauctun of the play in which it appears" (IWrI 

83-84) Since the 'reality' of the modern critic d i f f d  h m  that of the medied audience, 

KaM proposed the use of the more technical and emotionalIy term 'verisimili~de' 

for the description of violence and comedy. 

Clifford  avids son^ began a long and fiuidul pubhhhg caner dedicatui to 

propagating the use of art history as a source of iconographic comparisons in 1974. His 

article linked the early m t h  century mowneat toward a more realistic* humanid 

iconography ofchtist'spassionwiththe wodroftb YorkRdkt, whost p h y ~  were added 

at some point around 1425. 

It is surely signifmat that the Yo& Realists work was done at a time when 
civic concern in Yo* and elsew&ere was f d  on the ;adornment of 
chmhes and the endowment of chanay. @avidson "Civic Conetm" 126) 

Davidson argued that the realism of the plays, often criticized by eady scholars for their 

brutaI intensity* was a part of a consciopsly-spoPSOred program of spidtaality on the part of 

*Cliffard Davidson, "Cic Concern and Iconography in the Yo& Passion" Anntlale 
&j&& 15 (1974) 125-149. 



the city fathers, who endowed similar windows in the York churches during this period 

The realism which these artists achieved had its end beyond any attempt to 
achieve an illusion of reality, for by breathing life back into the events 
associated with the life ofChrist and the lives of the saints they hoped to 
procIaim more &ectively the truths which had previously been taught. 
(Davidson "Civic Concern" 128) 

By using scorn of medieval visuaI sources from this period, Davidson demonstrated that the 

iconography of the plays leading up to the cnrcifixion corresponds in nearly all cases with 

that in contemporary art, and showed that its appearance in the cycle was a deliberate cue for 

emotive identification with Christ's sufferings. This was an important article because it 

placed the plays in the visual context of their own period and region, and because it provided 

both a ratiode for the insertion of the works of the York Realist and a set of criteria for 

appreciating his work in its coatex& Regarding the play's physicality, Davidson noted only 

that "the result is an emphasis that has been found offensive by more recent historical 

periods, whatever the modem asesment of his work, it is clear that his conm3ution to the 

Yo& Passion was what the city fathers of Yo& watlteci.," (Davidson "Civic Concern" 148- 

149) 

Davidson discussed the Old Testament plays in 1975". Arguing that evolutionary 

approaches to episode selection did not adequately explain the choices of old Testament 

episodes contained in tbe cycle, he asked instead for a consideration of the pheaomeaology 

of these plays. By examining analogous representations, a clear emphasis on tk humau 

condition emerged; scenes were not included as "merely intetesting h a p . . .  presented for 

their own sake", nor "scientifically and dispassionately, but with a view to understanding 

their true significanca" @avidson "After the Fall" 2) The Old Testament e p h b  exp1ore.d 

~ o r d e s c e n t b e t w c e n  theYodtp laysandtheutamp1~~of i~0nographyk~  

nor did he use the York plays as exemplars of all medieval Qamatic repnscntations of the 

sabject, or claim that their close adhcrenct to traditional pictorial representations provided 

Dgvidson, "After the Fall Design in the Old Testament Plays in the York 
Cycle" I:l (1975) 1-24. 



an "organic unity" to the Yo& cyde; his purpose was pedagogical. 

Also in 1975 he addnsscd the  assi ion? Drawing upon his eariier work, he &fined 

the realism of the York Realist as an aspect of what Emin PanofsLy had termed a 

"rnodembtic rebellionn marked by "a hrming to immediate experience, to detail, to 

individuality as sources for an affective ah" @avidson "Realismn 271) The Realist "mts 

to have it both ways: he utiliPs particulars, since these give life to the play [and]..-. he also 

relies heavily on traditional ways of communicating through iconography." (Davidson 

"ReaLismn 274) By examining individual &tails and comparing them with similar details 

ofCleves), he found a Wanciscan emphasis on an existential acquaintance with the rwlities 

of Christian life." @avidson "Reahsmn 281) Davidson thus disagmd with Kolve's emphasis 

The conscious purpose of the Yo& plays was thus not to provide 
psychoIogical release into dramatic game or enkrtahxnt, ... The plays ... 
were d e I i i y  designed to impress feelingly upon the people the spectacle 
of the Christian story. (Davidson "Realism" 282-283) 

The best summary of Davidson's intadisciplbmy approach to art and drama 

appead m 1976 in "Northern Spirituality and the Late Medieval Drama of yodr"n, which 

explored the evidence of civic piety in fifteenth century York. Davidson addnssed the 

possibilities in d c a I  approach which were opened by the movement away from 

evolutionary theory, advocating 'recipmd 'recipaocalumination' @avidso0 "Spibaky"  151) rather 

The evo1utionary approach to drama and art so prevalent m the early part of 
our century has been thon,ughly exploded dming the! years since Wodd War 

55Cliffd Davidson. The Reelism of the Yo& Realist and the York Passion" 
50-2 (April 1975) 270-283. 

*Clifford Davidson, Worthern Spirimality and the Late Medieval Drama of Yo&" in 
E.RElda&& 

.- - inho. by Jean Leclexq (Kakam:  
C i  Pubiications, 1976) 125-15 I. 



II. This development has been my fommate, for it has fad upon us the 
recognition that any rigidly diactrronic methodoIogy must severely k t  our 
discussion to events and detads thoroughly wrenched out of their context. If 
the critical process does not theref i  retreat into a formalist consideration of 
the literary elements of a play or the techid processa of a work of art, the 
possiiility opens up of providing a criticism which is of necessity 
interdisciplinary because it is synchronic. The task does not exclude the 
historic penpsiye derived h m  dose attention to the devdopment of ideas, 
attitudes or images, but it insists neverthtiess upon undemandiag the work 
which is being subjected to analysis in terms of its infetTClations with other 
factors and events simultaneous in space and time. @avidson "Spiritualityn 
125) 

In 1977, Davidson compared the Yodr and TowneIcy Harrowing of Hell play? with 

contemporary iconography, traciog a movement h m  sorrow to rejoicing which precisely 

replicated that of the Easter rites. The challenge of the gate was, for Davidson, anticlimactic: 

The battle indeed has already taken place., all that remains in the Hamwing episode is a 

mock battle and a ceremonious rescue of sods." (Davidson T'ristian 263) Davidson also 

tentatively suggested that the plays orighatd in processions of motioniess dispIays: 

When the representation of the scene took shape as drama (it has k n  
suggested that the pIays developed out of tabtea v b m  originaUy shown 
as part of the Corpus Christi procession) CM. Stevens 1972 article is noted] - 
tbe playwright as well as the d h m r  of the play and actors must have 
~themoodoftkHolySaarrdayservice~chwmmemoratesthe 
event in the liaagy. (Davidson Tristian 264) 

Using the in& evidtnce provided by thE plays as w d l  as a combination of informarion 

hm ncocds and iconography, Davidson provided a small section w th staging of the play, 

in which he sugpwd that the ptodPction must have incilsded a smoking M-mouth and a 

Davidson's resear& in icoaograpw was published as a study guide in 1978, the 



inauguraI text in the Early Drama Art and Music (EDAM) series, which also p u b W  a 

newsle#er. The volume was a systematic cataIogue of extant art, and references to art now 

lost, which would have been in Yo& fbm the thirtceath tbrough the mid-sixteenth century. 

~magrumropustowhichalloftbislabwreventtraUyledin 1984, waswrnr- 

p u m .  The book was an episode-by-episode 

e]EamiL1Sltioa of the Id extant iconography and an hghat ive teconstruction of how each 

would have a p p m d  Over half the book was a republication of previous ardcIes, and like 

them it was based upon the theory that the cycle developed from rubleuux vivrmts. At 

various points he asatat "the play, in other words, was a speaking picture." @avidson 

12) "Each of these plays illustrates oae or two images only, and provides spches 

deady designed to vivifjr the tableau set forth on the pageant wagon" @avidson Creation 

34) m y ]  "are indeed designed in the manner of devotional images in the visuai arts, to 

which were added action and q&hg parts." @avidson Creation 61) "It is the image which 

i s a t t b e c o r e o f t h e s c e n e w h i c h i s b e i n g ~ h e r e " @ a v i d s o n ~ n )  "Examples 

of Id art suggest ... the tableau at the cenae" (Davidson creatian 83) "Rooted in 

iconographic tableaux,. the repetition of theme d m  not appr  to be symptomatic of 

Uflsatisfactory stmctmt or design in the plays." @avidson 154) Although he 

refmid h m  indulging in evoIutionary history, his m h t d i n g  of the plays assumed a 

developmental process in which words, actions and music were added to existing pictures 

in order to make their rdigicms content more emotionaEly touching, just as the pIastic arts 

a l s o b e a r ~ t o t h t ~ o f a g e c c i v e p k t y i n t & i r ~ ~ o f ~  Ofknbis 

reading of individuaI plays suggested that th play crystallized around a well-known 

iconographicfi~aadthatthetextwassinrplythemeansofgetting~~into~ 

pasitionsdemamklbythepicmre. Onthcstickysubjectofthedirecti~nofinfluence,hc 

argued strongly fm a shared calm: "it is as dangerous to mdarate the strength of visual 

t r a d i t i m a s m m a k e ~ @ ~ t l ~ ~ ~ d t g e d i n f l u t n c e o f d r a m a o n a r t - ~  

andart~bothbeapptoacbed~and~thegresaestscho~eac~interms 
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of the 'entire cultural context' and of its religious basis." @avidson 194, n. 1j6' The 

tem concluded with an explanation of the attraction of his studies: 

It may be refreshing for us today as scholars to reach back beyond the period 
dominated by the humanist and Rokstant oveduing of the word, and to 
make contact with a more visually oriented culture- This may seem 
particularly aue m these times of instabii  and historical doom- saying.... the 
age of the cycle plays was also an age of pestilence, war, and even at times, 
near-anarchy- they were &'berarely looking beyond the immediate to& 
the existential realities which they saw as disdact from what could be 
perceived through h m e d h  sense pesceptim @avidson 191-192) 

Although Davidson's hypothesis of origins was never explored aed remains undocumentabk, 

his work was catefirl and the volmne provided a much better overall study of the cycle than 

Collier's (see below) because the wealth of visual detail he documented proved especially 

usefuI for 'period' productions of the plays, including suggestions for costuming, blocking, 

props, and stage sets. His reviewers took him to task for the tendency to read local 

iconography as a certain indicator of the visual picture onstage; Lawrence Cloppe~@ pointed 

out an instance in which Davidson posited f* angels, when a l l  of the extant records 

indicated angels wearing albs or surplices, saying: 

To assert that 'most certainly' the an@ wore feathers against the texts and 
the extant guild documents is to use specuIadon as if it were proof-. The 
overall effect of the discussion is to suggest that we are being given a 
historical rec~asuuction when what we have is a list of possiiilities drawn 
h m  iconogtapbical traditions that might prove d for modern 
productions of rnedImedIeval plays. (Cloppa, review of Creation 966) 

Clopper also pointed out some wedmess in Davidson's descdptioas of the 'unique' Qualities 

of the work of the York Realist ~lexandra ~obaston~~ cdticized the sntdy's - - on 

61Davidson noted Pamela Sheiugom "On Using Medieval Art m the Study of Medieval 
Drama: An Introduction to Methodology" f 

.. . 
22 (1979) 101-109. 

%meace CIopper, rev. of Fram by Doornod CliffordDavidson 60 
(October 1985) W%7. 



of the text's verbal sophistication, and its lack of "any theatrical sense of the realities of 

performance and patticulariy performance in procession" (Johnston, review of 306), 

calling it 'seriousiy flawed'. 

Jh 1978, ~ a d a  L . d  pubiished an intextshg study of the conception of time in the 

cycles which was primarily a comparison of the passion sequences of the York and N-Town 

plays. She proposed that there are two modes of perceiving time, the realistic and the 

aesthetic, w k h  stand at opposite ends of the spectrum. Aesthetic time 

derives meaning fiom events by processing them based on preceding; this 
mode is peculiar to artistic or literary materi als... the opposite mode derives 
meaning fiom the chaotic flux of experience by forming hypothetical coding 
systems in the act of experiencing an event and/or by coding it after it has 
occurred. (Lozar Ti" 387) 

Drama is peculiady capable of presenting time m either or both modes; critical discussion 

had addressed philosophicaI and religious theories of bistory, or performance time, but 

few &*cs, however, attempt to mite the two aspects of time, to elucidate tbe 
rehionship between performance time experienced by the audience and the 
meaning of time they were to have gleaned h m  the whole cycle. (Lozar 
T I "  385) 

Lazar argued that the Yo& passion plays worked consistently within the aesthetic mode, by 

providing each event with an amount of time proportional to its importance, rathet than a 

realistic chronology. BecaDse tbe events of the passion were sepatatbd into discrete units, 

each within its own 'present'. the audience "perceived atempbrally, as God perceived all 

human thm in his e t d  pmat... outside tk time scheme of the events presented." (Lair 

390) By contrast, the N-Town Passion presented its events simultaneously; it was 

"less detaikd and thoughtful" (Lozar Ti" 393), requiring its audience to comprehend in 

the same manner that they would pcrceive everyday events. 

1978 also saw the publication of a firll-book textnal study of the York cycle by 

64Pau.h Lozar, Tine in the Corpus Christi Cycles: 'Aesthetct d 'Realistic' Modesw 
pabers 144 (Fd 1978) 385-393. 



Richard coILier? Collier approached the cycle as poetry, not merely for the sake of the 

study of metrics, but in order to determine how the text fimctioned. He divided the cycle into 

three tuttual modes, the homiktic, the lyric and the narrative, calling for an adjustment of 

attitude toward its many rhetorical interjections on the basis of the purpose of the cyck: "Its 

ahns ine W y  pragmatic rather than asthetic.-.- persuading the audience is a more urgent 

goal than entertabhg it" (R Collier I f )  Thus viewed, the plays at Yo& were a stunning 

Internal motifs and patmns that give coherence to the action are consistentIy 
the intensification of concerns derived fiom the drama's address of the 
audience. (R CoIlier 259) 

The cycle both provided an image of human existence and became the fulfilmnt of its own 

image. by leading its audience to God. The poetry of the cycle was both consistent and 

appropriate to each situation it depicted - "the rhetorical aims are accomplished without 

compromising the fictive Lift of the dramaw (R. Collier 262) in a mrging of the rhetorical 

aud the dramatic- Colliefs appoech was purely textual; he "treated the cycle as a whole 

[without reference to the records of its performance or to the textual complexities of its 

development] to show that it can be treated as a whole." (R Collier 12) As a result, his 

conclusions were circular and umsewedly enthusiastic. David ~taines~~ noted that "the 

rrceat publication of Y m  discredits some of his faaual statemnts about Yo& 

and tbt Wonnance of its cycle" (Staiacs 790) m o d   avids son* called his appoach "the 

not-new 'New Criticism' - a critical trchni~l;ie which is liable to get get%Iy out of hand 

when the cdtic ddfts out of touch with dr current state of knowledge of tht religioos, s o d  

or theatrical backgroundw (Davidson rev. of R CoIlier 274) and a c d  him of writing 

* C l i f f o r d D a v i ~ m . o ~  
* 0 

by Richard 
J. Collier Dplara 123 (Fan 1978) 273-277- 



'advemsiplg copy'. 

In 1979, Alan ~ustice~' produced a study of the visual and symbolic co~ections 

between the trade guilds and the subjects of the pageants they produced= The idea that thae 

were comedons of some s o 8  had first been commented upon by Chamkrs and more 

recently by Kolve, but Justice's article pushed the analogy further than either by seeking 

opportlIllities for each guild to display its wares or skiIls onstage and hypothesizing the 

staging of these o p p o ~ e s  For exanple, the Chanders produced Play XV, the Angels 

and Shepherds., Justice suggested 

Because the Chandlers of medieval York produced a large variety of candles, 
including candles inade in images, the light that shines on the shepherds in 
this play was probably a large piece of wax imagery made by the Chandlers 
in the shape of an angel. (Justice 50) 

Justice also noted symbolic connections with patron saints and between the activity of the 

guild and that onstage- In the case of Play XLW, the Assumption and Coronation of the 

The InnLeepas @armed the welcome of Mary into heaven, a subject and 
aklm~nt f h a h g  to to craft. In the traditional treatment of the Nativity, 
Mary and Joseph were not allowed into an iaa Pethaps this choice of 
subjects was intended as a partial rehabilitation of the InnLcepas fhm that 
stigma (Justice 57) 

Justice found connections in twenty-three episodes* He cautioned that the connecti011~ in 

York do not necessarily indicate similar co~ections in the Corpus Christ plays of other 

towns and concluded with a caII for a more Pndastandiag of tht civic context 

of the composition and @omace of the Corpus Chdsti plays, 

The episodes of the T d g m t i o n  and Himwing were examhed again by Edmund 

Justice, Trade Symbolism in the York Cyclen 3 1 :1 (March 1979) 
47-58- 

@See aiso Eva Freeman (1930), DonaId S. MeChae (1971), Richard Homm (1981), 
Richard Beadle "Sipr@m' Craft" (1983). 



Iteiss70 in 1979, who pointed out that the York cycle was unique in its mpaninghl d o n  

of the two episodes through the figure of Moses, who developed the light imagery 

surrounding chxist in each ep* 

A.K. Reed examined the Y d  Abraham and Isaac episode in 1980", finding that die 

episode had been comistmtly l y r e c i a t e d  by previous critics on the basis of its lack 

of the obvious pathos of a small child sacrifice. Reed argued that the play exhibited 

emotionalism in the i' of a passion for obedience (one largeIy unfamih to a modern 

audieace). The episode fimctioned annmd &velopment "both fadm and son find 

the srrffering of sacdice a way to maturity". (Reed 39) It also had the fonnal shape of a 

comedy and foreshadowed the Passion; "the excitement inherent for the medieval audience 

in 'goodness'" thus provided it with "great dramatic power, as well as dignity and inteI1ect." 

(Reed 43) 

Richard I3eadlen, who was c u d y  at work on a new edition of the York cycle, 

issued a shady of the textuaI bsadrground of the Abraham and lsaac episode in 1980. BeadIe 

pointed out that the 1923 Herbert Kalen edition of the Eitglish Mmrical Paraphrase 

afthe Old Te~rmnenr had named the York cycle as one of its sources, mainly on the basis of 

Kalen's dating of the York Register in 1340-1350. Beadle argued for a reversal of this 

process of transmission, because the register of the York plays "is now believed to have been 

copied m tk third quarter of the H k c n h  century" (Beadle "Abrabamn 187), aad because the 

a list of the pageants made by the town clerk m I415 shows deady that some 
of the plays had changed Spbstantialiy in content by the time the regkter 
came to be compiled. The process of p i d  revision was evidentIy 
contiamus and can be traced into the sbaeenth century. The state of a given 

%dmtind Reiss, The Tradition of Moses m the Underwodd and the Yo& Plays of the 
T d g m t i o n  and Hanowing" &&yj& 5 (1979) 141 -1 64. 

nkK.Reed,nAThingLikeaLove~ ASbadyofthePassimofObedienceinthe 
Y d  play of Abraham and Isaacn 29 (1980-2) 33515. 



play in the later fifteenth century regista is no guarantee that it took the same 
form fifty or a hundred years eariier. The date of the origin of the cycle 
between 1318 and 1376 is quite open to conjecture and nothing is likely to 
be known for certain of the state of the text or the content of the plays at this 
time. (Beadle "Abraham" 180) 

He went on to demonstrate that the author of the Paraphrase was in turn taking material 

from a thirteenthcentury Anglo-Norman metrical paraphrase of the Old Testament which 

was reproduced in a more scrambled form in the York play, and argued as well that 

bornwings are more typidy h m  wriaen text to oral play than the reverse. The article was 

important because its main argument destabilized the text of the Yo* plays as a reliable 

historical marker because the existing text was the resuIt of layers of continuous revision, 

some fairly drastic, it could not be taken as a reliable guide to the state of tbe plays for a 

particular year, especially for the years before the MS was written. The evidence for this 

argument was available in Lucy Toulmin Smith's text of the plays and within the civic 

documents of the York REED voIumes (released 1979, discussed in C h a w  Five), but for 

the first time, the use of the text itselfwas cartfuny and indisputably brought into question. 

Richard Beadle and Peter h4eredithn produced an article in I980 which narrowed the 

dates of composition of the York Register. Responding to Margaret Rogerson, who dated 

the MS "after 1485, and perhaps near the beginning of the sixteenth century" (Beadle and 

JMedith "Further Evidence" Sl), they plawd the date "bctwcc1l1463 and 1477 for the main 

compilation" (BeadIe and Meredith "Furher Evidence" 55) by examining the dates of the 

Fcrgus play, the blank spaces left in the Registn, the insertion of the M m t i o n  play and 

the records of the Ostlers' play of the Coronation ofthe V i  

Peter Ueredith went on in 1982 to examine the mawscript evidence regarding John 

and his relationship with tht Register of the plays, Meredith presented the available 

information on Qerke's identity and relariotls with the Mercers* and Bake& guilds, and then 

Wchard Beadle and Peter Meredith "Further Extenral Evidence for Dating the Yo& 
Register (BL Additional MS 53290)" 

a .  I 1 (1 980) 51-58. 

"Peter Meredith "John CIedres Hand m the Y d  Register" 
. - - 12 

(1981) 245-21 - 



his annotations and additions to the Register, his most significant conclusion was that Uedce 

was not a force of Rotcstant censorship, but of civic control. The evidence which Lucy 

Toulmia Smith had cited for the fonrvropinion was the line regrading the A,~unciation play 

"Doctor this matter is oewiy may&, whemf we haue no coppyw (f32). Meredith explained 

that the Doctor' refexred to is not Dean Matthew Hutton, but rather the "name of the first 

speaker in the Annunciation pageant, accidentally omitted by the original scribe and supplied 

by Clerk" (Meredith "John Uerke" 249) Cl&s work was rather, "part of a continuing 

process of city control and not the nsult of a sudden eccJesiastical intarst His own work 

on the play either began before the Reformation was underway, or when Catholicism was 

again the state religion - neither of them tims Iikely to produce Protestant censorship." 

(Meredith "John Clerkw 265) 

In 1982 ~ e a d l e ~  announced the discovery of an important and previously unknown 

lacuna in the York text= 

W h ,  in 1885, Lucy Twlmin Smith p u b W  her edition of the cycle, she 
offered a coIlatiou which, whilst sound in most essentials, failed to note that 
a single interpolated leaf (since lost) once stood in the section of the codat 
where the Chandlers' pageant is copied. (Beadle "Laama" 229) 

The laclma was indicated by a " s h  strip of veIIumw, which could "only bave been intended 

to key ashgle leafinto place ia the laner haif of the qyhe" (Beadle "Lanma" 229); the text 

between lines 55 and 56 therefore lacked up to 60 lims, which nust have invo1ved "the 

appearance of an angel to sing 'Gloria in exceIsis deo' etc, pahaps also to give a spoken 

mssagetothesbephetds,aodanainlypart~ftkshepherds'inmwliateresponse~~(Beadle 

"Lacuna" 232) Beadle supplied a comd#l collation for the Regism, and an edition which 

accounted for the lost text of the hes immdiattly surrounding the area 

Beadle published again in 1983, this time on the short and Iittle-examined 

*(l%bhq@Miw- 
& UL. SamueIs, Middle Eaglish Wect hied, 1981) 229-235. 



Shipwrights' His article provided a number of details on the art of t'ifteenth-century 

shipbuilding, which coaesponded to the terminoiogy of the text, the most inkresting f n  

of which were its correspondence in both technical and metaphorical terms with various 

levels of the audience's uaderstaoding. "This ability to appeal to different levels of assent 

in an audience is often a mark of ddll in dramatic poetry, and the evidence for the Yo* 

dramatist's ability in this direction may be readily elaborated." (Beadle  shipwright^'^ 60) 

The play empbskd skill m craft, giving a divinely sponsored education and demonstration 

to its audience in the art of its guild, and through the use of puns and word-play, the text 

emphasized this connection. 

In 1981, Richard H O ~  applied the anthropo10gid ideas of Victor ~ u m e . r ~ ~ t 0  the 

text and records of the York Cycle in order to &fine its organization and performance as 

having ritual rather thaa [merely] aesthetic purpose. He argued that the presence of 

anachronism within the plays "can be seen as an effort to communicate actively with the 

scheme of ndemp h.. in the context of the medieval concept of history as a pattern of 

figural relationships." (Homan 307) Additiody, the pattern of guild assignments to thir 

episodes which Alan Justice had explored "served to make present the efficacious figure in 

God's plan for salvation and thus had an d power for the medieval Christian." (Homan 

307) Applying Tumds hypotkis that "the object was to discover whether the pcdormance 

was efficacious in resolving some anomaly in the social strucme" (Hornan 310), Homan 

found that the power stmctm in medieval Yo& moived imnmd the contradiction that "the 

%chard Beadle, The Shipwrights' Craftn BgPects of ed. P a t h  
News (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1983) 5061. 

nRichard Homan, "Rausl Aspects of the York Cyclen J o d  333 (Oct 1981) 
302-3 t 5. 

T u m d s  work and its e&ct in fields beyond ambropology is discus& by W e e n  
A s h l e y i n t h t ~ o n t o V i ~ ~  . - .  

ed, 
Kathleen Ashley (Bloominpum: Indiana UP, 1990); tht same volume a h  colltains C. 
Clifford Flanigan's essay "Linrinatity, Camhd and Social Strumre: the Case of Late 
Medieval Biblid Dramn, which discppscs the applicability of Tmner's and a n d s  ideas 
to the study of medieval drama 



distriiution of political power among the guilds and groups of guilds was balanced to 

suggest representation of all but in fact to concentrate power in the hands of the Mercersn 

(3 1 I), and thus that the festival existed so that 

a miczoc0sm of the political and economic structure of the town in economic 
inequalities, uomsolvable in fact could be resolved, and most importantly, 
in which the cenaal anomaly of the city government could be ritualistically 
put right. (Hornan 3 13) 

The Corpus Cttristi play was thus centred in the craft guild system, its W o n  or implicit 

purpose being "to preserve the balance of smtcftrre and communitas in that sociaI structurt". 

It was, in this respect, unlike the Creed and Pam Noster pIays. 

This cultural anthropology-based approachm was taken up in 1983 by Mervyn 

~ a m e s ~ ,  who uramiacd the ritual significations of the Corpus Cbristi cult, focusSing largely 

on York. He argued that the 'body' was one of the ways in which society &fined itself, and 

that "the language of body provided an iastnrment by means of which sacial wholeuess and 

social differentiation could be conceived and experienced at many different levels." (James 

8) The function of the Corpus Christi play cycles, Iike that of York, was thus "to make 

Corpus Christi an occasion on wbich the urban community c d d  effecdvely present and 

define itself in relation to the outside worid" (James 12). and to enhance the city's "urban 

honour in the world at large." (James 13) Wrthin the urban milieu, the play cycles also 

provided a mechanism.... by which tensions implicit m the diachronic rise 
and fall of occupational communities could be confronted and worked out 
(15); a mechanism by means of which status, and the honour which went 
with status, could be distciiuted and ndistdbutbd with a minimum of COPfliCt 
resulting. (James 18) 

79see also Chatles Phythian-Adams, "Ceremony and the C i i  the w m m d  year at 
Coventty 1450-1550" in Peter Clark ad Paul Slack eds T o m  
1500-1 700 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972) 57-85. Phythian-Adams argued 
~~year~dedintoritrtalaadsecYlarhahres,thesecplarhalf~eIiminatingthe 
ritual half- He also argued that the plays in Coventry were a remink of social boundaries, 
clearly delineating g d d  members hnn m m e a h z s  and the hierarchical relationships 
within and between the guilds 



He argued that the abandonment of the plays arose partially from "the rise of the new 

hmanistic dramatic style finding expression in the interlude and the Biblical stage play" and 

partially h m  a movement toward 'urban authoritarianism' which marked the sixteenth 

century, causing the tensions which had always been present in the plays to appear 

'potentidly disruptive' (James 27). These distuptions were an aspect of the plays' ludic 

qualityl, which armed "tnrths of religion.- into stage ilIusioris, reality to a game", resulting 

in the "tendency to loosen social constraints and inner controls." (James 28) This article 

made no reference to the REED records, accusing such scholars as Nelson, Done11 and 

Taylor of "lacking- anything more than a very generalized idea of the late medieval socia1 

background against which the cult was practiced and the plays performed," (James 3-4)" 

1982 saw the release of the first new editiona of the York plays since Lucy Toulmin 

Smith's in 1885. Richard Beadle was the editor, and while he aedited her work on the editio 

princeps* his own was different h m  hers in a number of ways: pages were renumbered to 

account for blanks and unnoticed laamae, stage directions not original to the text were 

removed, lines were notes on the history of each play-text were included at the 

back, some plays were retitled to more accurately refIect their content (although Beadle's 

titles also di&red h m  those used in the REED: Yo& volume), and the plays of the Masons 

and Goldsmiths were combined into one entity of several scenes which alternated between 

the guiIds. Most of all, it differed h m  the first edition in that the sense of the text as the 

produd of one mind at one specific point in history was completely replaced with a sense of 

LtJamswaslasetcituibyTensaColetti ("Reading- HistoryandtheRecordsof 
Early Eugiish Dramam m Lee Patterson (ed) . - .  
J 780-l53Q (Berkeley and Los AngeIes: University of California Ress, 1990) 24-284) as 
an exampk of "significant interptetive work- achieved without REED'S assistance,n (272) 
See chapter 5 fbr ftrther dbalsion of Cokti's articIe. The social conditions in Yo& (but 
not the 
plays) were discussed by D M  PaIIiser, "Civic M e  and the Environment in Tpdor 
York" Northern 18 (1982) 78-1 15. 



continuous misioa One review* commented on the textts "lack of commentary*,. that 

expands various ideas, paaidady obscure theological doctrinesw (Pigg 175) and its silent 

editorial handling of variant spelliags. Clifford  avids son^ noted a lost Iine: 2266 is 

missing from Play XLW at the bottom of p. 412" (Davidson rev. of Beadle && 18). Both 

miewers looked forward to the publication of the facsimiles of the ori@ text, which also 

included a facsimile of the Or& Paginarm seaion of the AN Memorandum Book and a 

note on the music of the pIays by Richard RastaIL In I984 Richard Beadle and Pamela King 

also edited a textbook version of 22 of the plays in modem spellingfi (not a modernization; 

only a smoothing out of archaic spellings) for classroom or paformance use. The 

mtmduaion of this volume provided a good basic summary of up-to-date iaformation on the 

Yoat plays. 

With these publications, espddy  that of the facsimile, the wn of the play became 

more axessiile and somehow less eady dekble. peter ~eredith~,  who co-edited the 

facsimile, said "It is now &ashionable to believe that one can estabIisb an authoritative text 

of a medieval work of litemmew (Meredith "SmW 13) T'he e f f i  of the resear& into the 

records and text of the play was to emphasize its changing @ty. Meredith concluded 

about the Regista: 

The manuscript of the Yo& play is then a late-fifteenth century official civic 
docuIlleot, compiled for the purpose of controI ova the aEtivities of the crafts 

W d  F. Pigg, rev. The Y m  d Richard Beadle, -of 
9 (1987) 175-176. 

"Clifford Midson m. of Ibe Yorkplavs cb Richard Beadle, Mv 
6.1 (Fd 1983) 17-18. 
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in their Corpus Christi pageants. Written apparently by local s a l i ,  it was 
aunotated in their official capacities by the Common Clerks or their deputies, 
o h  during the performance of the play at first station. or corrected by 
them fbm the craft copies. It is last heard of in the City's hands when it was 
to be sent for correction to the Archbishop and Dean of York in IS79 for a 
projected performaace that never took place. (Metedith "Scnibes" 16) 

This approach to the text included alI of the marginalia and interpolations; it did not seek to 

purify the text in order to locate an 'original text', or an the intent of an individual genius; 

rather, it attempted to present the text in all of its variants, to d o w  for many possibilities. 

This cbapter has sketched out the major movement in twentieth-centtuy York cyde 

scholarship: from textuat evolution to cultural artifact; chapters four and five examine 

d e r  historical periods at incl;~asingly close perspectives. 



Chapter Four 

Pdonning the York Cycle 

At this point this study departs from strictly chronological order to examine the 

tradition of m e d i d  tbtxe m performauce which developed m the lint W o f  this century, 

the perfonnauces of the York plays for the Yo& Festival which begau in 1951, and a few of 

the most signiscaut whole-cycle performances thereafter. These performs~ces have 

profomdy affected scholarship about the plays. This chapter does not cover the many 

productions of individual episodes of the Yo& plays because the topic w d d  be 

unmanagpatlly huge and because, while the small performauces have been demonstrated to 

be a very usdid research tool, they generally leave an impression fk less durabIe and 

widespread than the after-effects of a production of the whole cycle. This chapter also 

examines scholarship which was based on the imaginative ~econstmction of performance, 

and the ways in which scholarship about the York plays has been changed by the experience 

of pexformauce in order to demwstrate that although perf" like movemw in 

academic fashion, are very much a part of their time, they have permawntly changed the 

ways in which the plays are perceived. The experience of seeing the plays rather than 

reading them has raised interest in their original staging, effects on their audiences, and 

relations to iconography, and it has shifted academic focus h m  their literary Qualities to 

their dramatic qualities. 

Perfmmms ofthe York plays did not get stated without a struggle with the after- 

e f f i  of the Refhution. In England a struggle with the Lord Chambedaids office had 

been going on since tbe tm of the century fbr the right to portray God onstage.' BibIicaI 

subjects were banned ahgether until 1912 Biblical tableaux were perfanned in churches 

in the 1880's and IWs,  and "the ht modern performance of a play with spealdng parts 

'see John R EItioujr. M- vmnto: 
Univetsity of Toronto Press, 1989) Much of what follows is a recapitulation of this fiue 
shtdy- 



took place in a chrach in 1889" (Elliott 54). The character of Christ first appead in a 

church play in 1921, a passion modelIed on 0- he appeard ody in the ministry 

scenes and was d e d  offitage. In 1932, E. Martin Browne wrote that neither God nor 

Jesus could appear on stage or take a speaking part; o m e  voices and performances in 

Diocesan Bishop; "It is at present axiomatic in Eughd that the person of Christ shalI not 

be shown, even in c h d n  (Elliott 63) 

It was not only the medieval plays which were involved; after the wideIy-tod 

production of F,ver_vmpg contemporary playwrights such as T.S. Eliot, Dorothy Sayers and 

John Masefield became hmested m the p o s s l i e s  of ritual and spiritual experience which 

religious drama offered. Dorothy Sayers? wrote The to be be a 'cycIe' of 

twelve episcuies which covered the b i i  -, passion and r d o n  of Christ, for 

radiobmdastontheBBCin 1942 Despitethefacttbatnostageorliveaudiencewasewr 

involved, the production raised some hrious opposition. This came mainly m response to 

the m m o n  of the Biblid mrrten'alr Sayers made her own translations h m  the Greek, 

reor@& Gospel chronology, in$omu;ed fictional c k m x s  where neceslsary for Qamatic 

coherence and wrote the speeches in recognizably twentieth-ceaaray diaIect. The cumhtive 

effect was to strip away the protective air of exotic dterity provided by the King James 

version, making the events of Christ's life brutal and immediate. Sayers said: 

Sacred pemmqp, living in a k-off land aad time, using dim& rhythms 
of speech, making h m  time to time restrained gestures symbolic of 
brutal@,. No doubt it was aII done in the noblest and most baaifid 
manner... Unhappily, if we think about it at a& we most think otherwise, 
God was executed by people painrlly like us- In a nation h o u s  for its 
religious genius and tmder a go- renowned for its aciency, He was 
exedbyacormpt&mch,athaidpoliticiandaficklepro1~ledby 
proksionalaghors HisHisexecusionersmaQvulgarjokesaboutHim,caIled 
f f i f iWy~es,cmntedHim,~Himmtheface,f loggedHimwith 
the cat and haaged Him on the common g i  - a bloody, duty, sweaty and 
sordid btlsiness (Sayers 22-23) 



In spite of the initial opposition, Sayers' work convinced a large number of members of the 

British culaaal and religious establishment tbat religious performance, rather than destroying 

Christianity, might be conducive to increased spirituality. 

Fbductions of the mystery plays were certainly happening in J%gland in the 6rst half 

of the twentieth century: John ElIiott lists twenty of them m England in the period 1901- 

1938. The majority of these productions were Nativities and old Testament episodes, the 

Passion could not be qmsenm13 What were these early shows like and what were their 

production values? 

The medieval plays (som*es episodes h m  York) were taken up during the 

nineteendes  by religious writers who saw in them the outlines of a teacbg tool; these 

were the first to cOtlceiw that the plays might still be performable, They replaced the hatsh 

criticpcs of the early Protestant philologists aed autiquarhs with sAmeml evocations of 

spiritual feeling. These writers qpmched the plays in an affective manner, and their 

fkvourites were theztfore the which gewrated the most humane emotional responses - 
Abrahams k d c e ,  and especially the Nativity sequence. While this response was Iinked 

ideologically with the emphasis on YeeIing' of the Romautic movement and with Ruskin's 

ideas about the middle ages, it maredaliaed mund the York plays m the hrst decades of the 

twentieth century, a d  e v e d y  Ied to EMartin Browne's staging of the cycIe in 19% 

Despite the fact that biiLidreligiots subjects were banned by the Lord 

Chambedain'soffice,eviQnceexistsofauinterestin'~biblicaldtama An 1891 

article4 descnIbed an tmdergmund pe$ormancc of a biilical play of "Joseph d his Brettmd 

which took place m the Ytxkhk area After recalling the medieval biilical plays and their 

Might they not dl €e d for the religious education of the masses?... If 
paintinghadthismarvdo~~~&ect,howrnuchmoreimpzessivemusthave 

%ee EUiott 44-46 on Nugent Mmck's abortive attempt in I909 to stage the "Coyentry" 
Passion and 6749 on his m y  staged "Norwich" Passion in 1938. 

ZSA H d i  "Joseph and His Brethren: A Modem Yorkshire Mystery" &y 
&la& 51 (1889) 284-299. 



been living pictutes, repmmthg in a M c  form incidents of the 
Redeemer's lifee.. (Herford 285-286) 

Herford descr i i  the pediormance and its effects on the audience, hding it "natural and 

ddn, "most striLing and at times almost noble, if not grandw (H-dord 292); the 

audience "listened with profound attentionn (Herford 289) and "though rudely given, it was 

impomie to see and hear the sorrow of the old man without emotion" (Herford 295); 

"Many are the testimonies to the po& effect on the audience by these qreseatations". 

Herford's own inquiry to the Lord Chamlxrlaids office as to whether such -011s 

were truly forbidden received a "courteous and decided answer". Joseah Brethm, 

which was wrinen by Louis N. Parker eventually became the first Biblical play iicensed by 

the Lord Chamberlain, when the ban on BWcaI subjects was relaxed in 1912 matt 55). 

h t e t e s t m b ~ l i c a l p e r f o n n s n t c e s m t h e ~ n i m b e n t h ~ w a s ~ e d w i t h ~ e ~ f o r  

affective spiritual experience and these pcrfomances tended to mltrr;at;.lr m Ruskin's tams: 

rude simplicity and stately gmdeur. 

In 1893 Katharhe Lee Bates published a teaching v o l d  filled with coiortrful 

Ruskin-like prose in which she sketched a generalized outline of the growth of the drama 

h m  liturgical tropes to guild productions. Bates' approach depnciatcd the text in fi~vour 

of the performsplce. Miracle plajs were %e dramatic patchwork of blmderhg old monksn 

m= 88, 

pRparingthedayoftheElizaktbanstage,fm~allCNdities,p~~Mes 
and absurdities of detail, these En@& Miracle Cycles are nobly dramatic 
bothinraagedsphaInvabalacpmio11tlrya~alm0~tinvariab1ywealr 
a d  bald, but on the medieval ScafZoId-stage the actor counted for more than 
the atlthor, and the religious faith and feeling of the audience filled m the 
howlylineswithanrmwrittmpoetry.~35) 

Bats' narrative of the development of the Eaglish theattical tradition focussed on the 

interadon of the Church with native b h c t s  

B a E s , K a t b a r i n e L e e k  
. . 

(NYandhndoa:MacMillan&Co, 
1893). Bates achieved h e  as the composer of "America the Beanp'dhl: which was also 
published in 1893. 



But here the clergy, aided by the fact that these gay Frenchmen could not 
d y  gain the ear of the hmnilintlul. angry Saxon peasantry, held their own 
fairly well, and maintained the lead in the es tabkent  of the national 
theatre* (Bates 37) 

UnIike Charles Davidson, whose 'sturdy' and 'rebeUiousr Northern Septerna stanza 

demonstrated the native English growth of the cycle plays, Bates implied that their root was 

French, but that the English plays had a more earnest devotional quality, their devils exciting 

terror, where the French devils "degenerated into droIlsn (Bates 43). The comic elements 

were forced into the plays by the peasantry: 

That this food for mirth was sometimes of the comest should not be taken 
as proving intentional irreverence on the part of players or of hearers- It 
points to sodal rather than moral causes. The conditions of family life for the 
lower classes of the EnglidL.. precluded delicacy of manners or of speech. 
@-s 48) 

Our En* miracles sprang h m  a Saxon-No- stock, in some cases, 
notably m dLat of the Coventry plays6, under strong French influence.., the 
chidsources of Miracle mated  in England may k ranked as the Vulgate, 
the Apocryphal gospels, and the manners of the time, especially among the 
poorer classes- (Bates 170) 

Bates chose the TowneIey plays as her exempk, Yo& was "probably derived h m  the same 

original series, now lost.. but at an eariier date than the Towneley-" (Bates 90) The York 

plays were "subdued in tone after the Towneley collectio~ theit religious scmiment is 

deeper, and their general treatment of the Biblical history more merent and app~opdate". 

Yet York jamd her snsicbilities in its Passion setpence "dawing out beyond all endmane 

approvingly on the "spiet light of homely beauty" (Bates 101) of the domestic seems, and 

found much that was admitabIe m tbt devotional quahies of the Yo& plays: 



in this old Yo& series, over which a fragrance of incense seems to linger ... 
the fervours and tendemeses of medieval Christianity are especially 
exemplified. (Bates 105) 

Bates' critical approach to the cycles was ambivalent She found grandem in the 

mighty sweep of Divine history (replete with Miltonic overtones); but the texts of the 

individual cycles were tedious and unpoetic. Like Ward and Collier, she was a genedim 

of literary history. She had Gstened to "the click of all these crowding German microscopesn 

(Bates 169) to the extent that she absorbed the idea of evolution h m  a parent cycle of York 

and Towneley, as Davidson had (hm Hohlfed), but her approach was limited by her upper- 

class Protestaat view. The cycles had "saved the Elizabethao drama well" (Bates 199) but 

because "none of the products of the Middle Ages had sinned more grievously against 

q k h a h y  than the Miracle Plays", the "strong ptntifjfing wave" of the Reformation "swept 

the land clear" of "the triviality, the grossness, the falseness, of the old religious stagen. 

(Bates 198-199) Her writiug was vivid, simple and emotio.al: the text was widely 

accesstIble; her views continued to appear in the work of later writers for many years, and 

must have had a profound effect on the g e n d o n  of younger scholars who ftm encountered 

the medieval drama m her book. 

Since Everyman was the first taste of "authentic" and "English" medieval drama 

whi&waswi&lyavailabletothe~caiatadawAemicc~mmtrnities,~stagingpractices 

of this production are relevart It was f2st staged in 1901 in the Master's court of the 

Chartertrouse in London by William P o d  Poel, who was a Victoria0 product of the 

Rationalist era and a virulent anti-Catholic, came to the play shortly afkr the death of his 

mother? 

Then was a positive side to Poel's faith too - a strong ethical quality and an 
admiration for the simplicity of Christ, which for him contrasted to the 
artificiality of the Church as a do- instmdion. (Weales 95) 

'Gerald C. Weales, (J%bddpDrama UUniversity of 
PermsyIvania Press, 1961) See also Robert Speaight WrlliamPoel- 

(Cambddge: Harvard UP, 1954) 174475. Speaight played Christ m Say& radio 
prodaion of -. 



on to an astonishing twenty-year nm, including tours to North America The show was 

c h a m m i d  by "solemnity and reverenceD (Elliott 43), the look of an Old Master and the 

aimosphere (mcluding the sound of Gregorian chant and the smelI of liturgical incense) of 

a church. The audiences responded appropriately: 

To the people of fashion in London and New Yorlr.. the sudden realization 
of the meaning of Death bhgs a profound d o n .  Rapt attention was 
given by the first night audience.-. They behaved like a congregation in 
ChurctL-. The assembling audience found ~emseIves in a dimly lighted hall 
and may have been amhced for a moment that they had entered a Church... 
The costumes in the produdion were copied so closely after Holbei. that the 
characters seemed as though they had stepped out of the Masters' 
canvasses,. For it was not ody a drama of unusual cumulative power and a 
perfect specimen of Gothic Grt, but actually a prayer that by the viriIe 
imagery of its rugged lines drives home its lesson to every man, (Isaac 77- 
w ' 

Ben Greet explained a little of the highly-wrought symbolic design of the play in its 1903 

programme notesg: 

The scenery., is copied h m  an old print of a monastery- especially the 
cloistered part- such plays as this being presented in chmhes, in parts of 
religious houses, at times even in the streets. The costumes are copied firom 
Flemish tapessrits- The little music htmdmd is that of the long ago by 
Adam de la W e  and Jacques Arkadelt. One tiny verse attniuted to 
Shakespeare is smg. The "ascensions" of the stage are symbolical: the 
flowers denote cubmtion of the soil; the little orgaa, art; the wheels, 
the cushions, rest a k  labom and the d e s ,  wash@ and thanks due. For 
all such a double stage was genedy wed to denote any change of locaiity 
reqairecl The characters, entering when posslile fbm the audience - speak 
often in momtone, espedIy those representing abstractions, that being the 
primitive style ofdelivery. (Greet 4) 

The production was a highly manipaIative caIl to the s p i M  umditioning of its modem 



audience, distincdy removed from the seculat world, and comfortingly fsmiliar in its 

theology. These production values: carrfully wrought visual symbolism, recognizable but 

cfiromlogidy undated works of great art, the abnosphere of the (En&&) church, and the 

evangelical call to the soul in chanted liocs, remained fixed in most stagings of medieval 

plays for decades. The effective productions, like this Ev- were effeaiw because 

they provided their audiences with a spiritual expaience and the illusionistic saw of 

entering the past- The less successful productions were hampered by the heavy pious 

conventionality which T.S. Eliot Iata criticizad, and failed to sustain the illusion o f  

historicity by relying too heavily on ti.rnehs' cpality of their Biblica content 

In 1904, Charles Gay1eyio bearme the first scholar to base a critical judgement of 

medieval clrama upon a pafommce he had witnessed; the show was (quite lumnally) the 

WakefieId Second Shephetd's Play 

Those who have witatssed in recent Qnes the reproduction of the &ctmclQ 
Pastom at one of the American universities bear testimony to the propiety 
and charm, as weIl as the dramatic e&a with which the foreground of the 
sheep-stealing fades mto the radiant picture of the nativity. The pastoral 
atmosphere is alnady shot with a prophetic gleam, the fdfbent is, 
therefore, no shock or contrast, but a transfiguration - an epiphany. (Gayley 
C& intro.) 

own; he became hvohred with the American tour version of Ben Greet's F,v- and 

added a second show which was a conglomdon of the medieval nativity plays to the 

Berkeley pctform~la: 

In my SW of BeMhm, as played by Mr. Ben Grrct's company, an attempt 
hasbemmadttomiwthisandothexNativityplays,andadaptthemto 
modemreq@rements. ( G a y l e y ~ i n t r o . )  

As an Oxfiord-trained scholar in the smmy fkdom of Berkeley, he was mransbaiaed by the 





size14, and in tbat his rather severe  judgement^'^ about the plays were based on comparisons 

with the nodem stage, complete with curtains (Spencer 202), fully illusionary sets (Spencer 

168), and the attempt at historical authenticity (Spencer 247) and continuities of time 

(Spencer 187) and place (Spencer 184-1 85). He had little to say specifically about York; 

indeed, his approach to the records was like that of Chambers in the i n d k h h t e  use of 

whatever seemed to argue his point, without regard for historical time or place. Spencer's 

work provided a new approach: the visuaiization of the plays as things which were 

&onne4 rather than as texts. His stage-based interest testified to the immense influence 

which studies of the Shakespearian stage exercised upon those of the medieval drama at this 

point. 

In 191 1 a textbook appearedt6 which was designed for children, perhaps m Sunday 

School, which presented many 'faas' about the medieval plays in a simplified namtive fwn, 

using a more intense version of the sentimental tone of flowery description that Katherine 

Lee Bates had used. The book did not desa i i  the Passion plays, stopping at the Srmghrer 

of the Innocents and going on instead to *'be Everymmt in the final chapter. Although 

elementary and often Iudimusly iaacclaate, the virtue of this book was that it encouraged 

the reader to haghe what a performance of the plays might bave looked and felt Iike - it 

''"Ofthe actuaI size ofthe Corpus Chisti pageant cars, and hclmce of the stage, very little 
is kno- Dugdale describes the wagons as large and high, and the fkt that they were 
sometimes placed on six wheels would indicate pageants of considerable size... At Coventry 
m 1435 there is a record that "a p a d  of  Iaad m Mill Lane... being 30 1/2 feet wide and 70 
1 0  long was granted and Iet.. [fix] 'a Paiont howst. From this entry some vague idea of the 
size of oneofthese wagonsmight be gained, were it not for the fact that... more thanone 
wagon was often stored in tk same hime. On such a plot of grouud, at any rate, a pageant- 
house might be built big enough to conrain a very large wagon" (Spencer 95) 

the chapter "Conventions of the Corpus Cbtisti Stagem he used the tenn 
* n u d e / '  14 times within 21 pages; in the same space he also used 
GacongrtcottE/.rrsoongntity' 8 times, a d  'rrbsur6twice with reference to Corpus Christi play 
-&3- 

'6Netta Syrett, Theold-AofEnnland (Loradon.- A K  Mowbmy & Co. / 
Milwazlkce: The Yottng Chmchman Company, 191 1) 
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was an affective, rather than a scholastic treatment of the subject, and it suggested that the 

author spoke h m  the experience of a modern pedonnance, probably of a church Nativity 

play. It also demonstrated that howledge about the medieval plays was not the exclusive 

do& of university-Ieve1 marchen and antisparians: the much-discmsed historid 'f8cts' 

had by now ken absorbed into a more general level of culture, and in this form could have 

been a part of the educational process of the next generation of scholars. 

In 1928 another anthology of medieval plays'7 appeared, this one very clearly 

oriented toward church perfio~~l~~ce. It included the York Nativity sequence with the 

addition of the T o d e y  prologue and pvided three photographs of the stborn on which 

they were performed in St. Mark's EpiscopaI Church, Minneapolis, Osgood tried hard to 

make Yodc (becL) into a liturgical play: oddly, he chose it over the other cycles because 

they seem to bave been handed down for thdr three centuries relativeIy 
uncontsrminated, Theymostncarly~whatmusthavekmthetext  
and the ideal when Mystay Plays were still acted m the chancels of 
cathedrals and other minstas - ie .  before the degeneration and theatre 
deve10pments of humour and rant had their oppommity with pageant-wagon 
f'srirkys, (Osgood 133-134) 

His text was rnodemhd h m  "the ancient Norman-Latin-Saxon tab" of "Miss Lucy 

TouImin Smith's edition of the orighral" (Osgood 133) Symbolism was the prime dramatic 

value in the W o m c e ,  which was &mc&hd by "naive simplicity" and cphtness 

(Osgood 127). In this insteoce, medieval drama was not pafomed for either theatrid or 

~ ~ ~ v i s i o n d i o d g ~ o f a n a P d i a r e a P d d i r r c t a w h o w a n t e d t h e i r  

Biblical plays cleansed of the taint of the theatre- 



George CofEnan's "Plea for the Study of the Corpus Christi Plays as Drama"" took 

a tentative first step toward an aclrlemic link between textual research and pafommce in 

192% After a detailed briliographicd m e y  of the field, whi& was then entangled m Marie 

Lyle's controversial parent-cycle theory, CoEman outlined a proposal for a different 

we should recognize a certain fkt They were intended to be ~ t e d  
Tbey were They were popular.,. the patinart questions are: How 
much did drama as such c~miiute to their continued popularity? And how 
notable a contnion are they to Qamatic literature? (Coffman "Plea" 417) 

He propod the York cycle as the subject forthis sttuiy, noting the source studies to date and 

the fad that "no om has studied the sources singly or in combination b r n  the point of view 

of the QamaPic effectiveness of the material selected." ( C o b  "Plea" 420) Such a study, 

he added, "might add significant eontriitutions to those who have tried to distinguish by 

stylistic differences between the genuine dnrmatist and the patch-worker? (Coffinan "Plea" 

421) The work of PoIIard, Gayley and Manly, in trying to determine how the plays were 

reW to the Elizabethan drama through the preseme of humour, "led to an obsclPring of the 

real issue" ( C o h  "Plea" 422), that 

such aspects should be interpreted only m their relation to the general 
scheme... m relation to the rralistic technique which would make the scene 
more authentic. Thus the dramatist might be fully as much concerned with 
driving a point home as with raising a Iaugh. (Cob "Pleao 423) 

of drama is the eppeal to the emotionsn (Cofhm "Plea" 424), d called fot a study of the 

Yo& plays which explored this appeal based on "the complete acceptance of the theme 

QamatiPd as a historical reality and as vital to the life and destiny of the spectatorr" 

( C o h  "Plean 423) This appro& cbanenged the old Puritm prejudice against the Iitaal 

effediveness of the sign by suggesting that realism uitimsrtety bas cosaic as wen as comic 

dimensions. Coffinrm lamented the fact tha! "it is impom%1e to see a performance of any 



cycle today," hoping that "sometime in the fimw an English town or city imbued with a 

spirit akin to that of the Madrigal Smgezs or other folk societies, may give us a revival of one 

of the preserved cycles." (Coffman "Plea" 41 7) 

Coffman raised the interesting critical question of how and why the cycles were being 

studied. The first response in this new meta-critical discourse came fiom Robert 

W~thington'~. Wrthington countered that "their growth is of importance because of 

developed h m  them" (Wirthington 579) and that "to note how the comedy m the Devil leads 

to that in the Vice, and that in turn to such figures as the Gravedigger, and Bottom, and 

Dogbemy... is the 'real issw'." (Wirthington 580) There is, he said, "the danger ofjudging 

these plays in the light of subsequent Qamatic achievement" w i n  573); "we" do not 

respond to the plays the way "they" do: "what we find dull, they did not always find dull; 

they found effective much that we find ineffective." ( W i i n  576) Rather, we &odd 

remember "thas dramatic effectiveness of the material seIected was secondary to moral 

~ o ~ L "  (Withington 578) Despiithese cautions, Withingtan believed "most ofus who 

teach in this field are keenly aware of the dramatic dues of these pIays," and like Coffman, 

called for their perfbrmance. He was the first to mention the mwrporation of perfomances 

by students as a teaching technique; "without, it must be confessed, a serious attempt to 

produce the plays as they were &st &enn, which he considered "a difficult task, and 

p e b p s ~ l e "  ( w i 5 8 1  a17) AtSmitbCoIIegetheattemptwasmadeto stage 

a Seam& Partorunt, a Noah pIay, the Brome A b r h  mtd Lsaac, or an Eiwymm every 

year. The Noah play was a ampsite of aIl six extant episodes, with d t s  "mm amusing 

than instructive" but the other plays "showed the dramatic possiiilitiesw. Ben Greet's new 

production of Everyman in November 1929, "slrrprised most of h -" 

Wrthington'satthdetotheplayswasambivalent- hethoPght"Iamn0tsure thateven the 

professors could stand the whole of a cycle - a performance which is based entirely on an 

historid~ismtlikelytobeeffective."~ahington582)~cycieplayswezedearfy 

W m  The Corpus Christi Plays as Drama" 
* - 27 

(1930) 573-582. 



"dramatic," and yet not quite as accessible to the modem scholar as the Renaissance plays; 

they were worthy of study on their own merits, yet the "real" stimulus of such study was still 

their retationship to Shakespeslte; they should be seen, yet performance could not effectively 

breach the gap between modem and medieval perceptions. 

In response to Coffinan's call, Effie McKinnon compressed her MA. thesis into a 

193 1 article titled "Notes on the Dramatic Stnrctnre of the York Cycle". Her thesis rested 

on the formalist idea that "instrinsic worthn was equivalent to "dramatic structure". She 

argued that the York cycle should be read m t  as  a series of individual plays, but as a "great 

composite unitn (MacKinnon 441); "Stntctraal m*ty is to be discovered in the whole 

p e r f m c e  and not in the praely aditmy and channinp divisions." (MacKmmn 438) This 

structllral tmity was present in the Miltonic theme of "God's scheme of salvation for 

mankind." Signs of the conscious use of this theme were availabk in that "the medied 

pIaywright took especial pains to make clear the rrnity of the whole and the relation of parts 

to each other" (MacKimon 442). In the York cycle, the episodes were "carefdIy 

integratedu [and] closely relstted to each other and to the scheme of the cycle." (MacKbmon 

449) This form of close reading was based h d y  m the ideas circulating around Miltodl 

and Shakespeare; it lifted the plays out of their original d and historical circumstances 

and into the realm of pure litetasme. 

The Catpus Cbristi plays tended to be vahmi either fimmd in time, for their comic 

potential for growth, or backward for their -ent reiigious etrplession. Critics of the first 

group criticized them for scholastic didacticism; those of the second, for lay cormptioa 

%£fie MacKirmon "Notes on the Dramalic Structlrre of the York Cycle" 
Pfn?olonv 28 (July 1% 1) 433-449. 

*)see Allen H. Gilbea "Milton and the Mysteriesw 
* .  17 (1920) 147- 

169. Gilbert used exampIes drawn h m  Chester, York and Lpdas Coventriae to argue that 
"the mysteries, m their humble way, seem to have been of service m developing BibIicaI 
maserial for Milton-. [they] are in contact with the life of the people and have m them the 
same breath ofhamanityhamanityn (169) GiIbert did not suggest that Milton codd have seen the 
mysteries, only that he had "some meats of imfirect to them, or to other plays like 
them." (167) 



Neither p u p  bad much intaest in, or sympathy for late medieval Catholicism. The 

combination of Young's in8uence and the contemporary growth of amateur religious drama 

productions, m d y  Nativity pageauts, was apparent in the 1935 summarizing work of 

Alarctyce NiwlIp, who was of the fkt party: 

From a liturgical beginaing with simple chanted dialogue, this new drama 
developed until it assumed the vast proportions of the mystery cycle; 
sometimes, as m those scenes where Mrs. Noah pIays the shrew with her 
husband, or where a thievish Mak steals one of the flock of his fellow 
shepherds, it edxaced within its reach the merriment of the secular. (Nicoll 
5) 

Nicoll extended the evolutiona~y model h m  the text to the stage: just as the script 'evolved' 

h m  an origin within the liturgy, so did the playing space- 

This " p W  forming the main stage d roughly corresponding to the actiug 
ground in the ca;thednl nave, might be merely the street itself.. Like the floor 
of the Church m the days of liturgical drama, it formed a general acting- 
ground which codd be "anywhere". (Nkoll I 1) 

Likewise, just as the text contained " ~ o I ~ s ~  in the fom of non-liturgical comic material, 

so too must the performance have been maned, undi@ed and dramatically ineffective: 

Interpretation was not kept simple and ritualistically pure: the crackling of 
squt i  and the creak& of ropes accompanied the enunciation of God's 
blessingatmdtbelastagoniaedcryofJesus(Nicoll IS) Onlybyamafam 
c o d  the long sedes ofmystery plays have been pmhmd.. (NicoII 17) The 
solemnity and care, of course, mast often enough have been of a rather 
ludicrous sort wcoll 19) Of siacerity and vigour m the histrionic 
hteqmaion there mast have been much, but of polished rendering and of 
technical skill virtclally nothing. wcoll 21) rics mine] 

NicoU proposed a dualktic @ i  style which was an insoluble mixture of earthy and 

heavenly: 

One spspectsl that two shlirply marked styk appeared m the acting of these 
mystery piays, corresponding to the two styles in their composition. On the 

22MardyceNicoU f l ( L o n d o ~  ThomasNeIsonand 
Sons Ltd., 1936) 



one hand, there was the serious Biblical mataial, solemn in its import and 
closely to be allied to the liturgical ceremonials within the Church, and on the 
other, the intrusive matts of invented sort. rich with comic vigour and 
bearing a definite relationship to the fkical entertainmats of wandering 
professional actors- (Nicoll26) 

Nico11's dismissive reading might just as well have been a review of the amateur 

church productions of the plays which were most commonly wadable at the the. Directed 

toward the spiritual m o m  of their pious Protestant audiences, they too were 

mwmfortab1e with the textual rnixtu~ of the comic and sacred, and seem to have tended 

either toward stiff and utdmmic ova-soiemnity, or sentimental 'Olde EngIande' cuteness. 

I believe that the ways in which the Corpus Chrhi plays were & d y  understood and 

the kinds of stagings availabIe at the time were muhlalIy interdepe~ldana Dkmissive 

readings produced offen mchallenging stagings, and firequently dull stagings gave weight 

to dismissive readings; religious matter and the evolutionary connection with the liaagy 

p m h d  pietistic sragings in churches, and the ~ecessary solemnity of M u r c h  pmduction 

forced the wrmecticm with the liturgy to appear obvious and lmquestiomble. In 1937, T.S. 

Eliot d e s c r i i  church pageants as 

something to be amnded, like a bazaar or a jumble sale, h m  a sense of duty 
rather than for the purpose of enjoyment. You may even fcel that you have 
fbEUed your dmy if you buy tickets and manage to give them away to 
somebodywhowillgoinyorap~Levity-andpcrhaps~ott~~lessas 
well - are tmsuhb1e to the twentieth century- Nothing in the nature of a 
shock is toIed1le: we are apt to fqet  tbat the original bicblicaI evmts which 

regard them with finsh eyes profody s h w 2 3  

The ReIigious hama Society, which was f o d  in 1929, aad E Martin Browne, 

who was appointed DinctDI. ofReligious hama fathe Diocese of Chichester (the first such 

position ever seated m the Church of En@@ in 1930, provided d impehls for 

SS. Eliot MMed&val (IW House of Books Ltb: 1954) 
This original 3OO-copy m h e d  edition contab no page nmnkrhrg- Eliot identified it 
~ t h e ~ a s ~ t e x t o f a n a d c f r e s s w h i c h I d e l i v e r e d t o t b e F r i e a d S o f ~  
Cathedd m 1937." 



stagings both of medieval plays and of newly wxitten phys on religious subjects for the 

Canterbury Festival Bmwne dkcted his focus toward elevating the frequently low quality 

of aanat.rtr religious @ i c e s  m order to improve their twentieth-century evangelizing 

capabilities- Witb the exception of such scholats as Gayley and Withington, productions of 

medieval plays seem most often to have been the province of non- or semi-professid 

church groups, and were cha&rhd by an mdernanding sentimentality d&g the 

twenties. (Weales 106) 

the e u h i s t i c  ~ ~ l i c i s m  of the Oxford movement and the theatrical possl'bilities 

says, "and simuhmusly by mother kind of ritual which grew out of religion, the katx." 

(Bmwne Two in C& 8) His approach to the religious phys which he directed was focussed 

on their -caI effectiveness in the twentieth m, of Oberammergau, he said: 

Bewuse of his position as an employee of the Diacese of Cbichester, and because of the 

prohion which prevented the teptesentation of Wine persoas onstage in public place, 

his religious plays were typicatly staged in chrchess Brownets productions were often 

processi~ndinfbrm,usingmodemtheatricalIighring,~art,modemiaeddadapted 

textsandtheformofthclinagyascnesfortherespmlsesofhis~ thefocuswasnot 

m c a l l y  o d d  toward recovering the facts of the otiginal medieval production, but 

toward providing aneffeetive and afkdvetheatrical expxience forhis modern audience 

within the codkes of the Chtach's walls. Like &good, he t m s p c d  wagobstaged phys 



'back' into liturgical' processions fiom station to station within the Church: 

Having been written for a wagon, they are easily adapted to the open pWonn 
which is the natural stage to use m a church and the opportunities for 
movement h m  place to place which they offer are welcome, in that they 
enable the play to move among the congregation, and so become more 
closely associated with it.... This participation in a common experience, 
vicariously dered, is the essence of drama, and also of worship. It is the 
link between them.26 (Browne Production 16,9) 

Bmwne's work is impoaant, not only because he improved the quality and quantity 

of productions of medieval plays m England uuder the restrictions of the Lord ChamberIain, 

but because he was eventually selected as the Artistic Director of the 1951 ptoducdon of the 

Yo* Cycle, the first production of (most of) a whole cycle, of a Passion. The 1951 

performance for the York Festival came about as the result of a feeling of widespread 

spiritllal poverty in Britain. For the Festival of Britain, "each city was invited to devise its 

own contniution, with priority given to celebrations of local antiquities and cultural 

traditions- Religion, and especially religious drama played a large and calculated part..." 

(Elliott 73) Despite the fkt that the Lord Chamberlain had "an unblemished record 

extending over almost two centuries of protecting the Deity fiom the tarnish of the stage" 

(EIliott 75), time and M y  connections made the proposal to stage the York plays for the 

Festival viable. 

The Lord Chamberlain in 1949, Lord Scarbon,ugh, happed to be Chairman 
of the Festival of Britain Committee. Better still, he was also a 
Yohhkmam By an even happier stroke of luck, Keith Thomsonls [head of 
the Festival planning committee] pmdtither had been, in his time, the 
Archbishop of Yo&. Purity of motives being assumed on alI sides, an 
i a f i  meeting was auanged at the A r c h b i i s  palace between Thomso11, 
Archbishop Cyril Garbett of York, and the Archbishop of Canterbtuy. ' I h e ~  
the Archbishops gave their blessing to the production, m exchange for two 
gmanms: first, that the plays would be pafonned on sacred grotmd, as a 
reIigious rather than as a purely theatdad eveas; and second, that Martin 
Brownewoaldbeappoinsedtodirect~ TheLordChambaiainwas 
~toaccepttheAtcbbishaps'decision,obliginglymIing~sincethe 
mystery plays had been written prior to the Theatres Act of 1737, they 

2%. M a r t i a B r o w n e ~  . (Londox Philip AIlen, 1932) 



therefore fell outside his juridiction and need not be submitted for licence. 
He stipukd only that the cycle be givm 'in its traditional form'', and that any 
modernization of the text consist solely of 'word for word substitudon of 
modem for archaic English'. (Elliott 75) 

Although obviously Browne was the right man for the job, it is clear that the show 

production. It was a religious event designed to have relevance for its twentieth-century 

audience, not a re-production; a d  the Purvis texP teflected this uneasy alliance of past and 

present by being neither. It is an old text with modern word-substitusi0~1~, often distorted and 

unnatural. 

As the Director of the 195 1, I954 and 1957 productions of the York cycIe for the 

York Festival, Bmwne's vision of the plays had a momentous effect. For nearly al l  of his 

huge audience, it was the first time they had setn God onstage and the h t  time they had 

witnessed the ssaging of a passion play. Browne's major concern seemed to have been to 

bridge the distance behaam the medieval event and the modem one; to make the show 

adhere to current standards of contirmity, space aud performedaudience relations in order to 

make it acceptable for his audience. Most of his artistic decisions reflected this concern. 

The text of the cycle was heavily cut and rnodemkd by J.S. Prwis so that the 

hdividuaI plays were joined into one contiawps play - rather than a sepmte Christ or Mary 

for each pageant, the same actor took the role throughout the production. Browne c h e d  

that this "speedin% up [ofJ the tempon and removal of "much of the didactic speechifling" 

was mcesary, "for we are aumstomed to a fhster flow of action than was the original 

audience and are more IikeIy to accept what the plays have to say by implication than as 

direct m t e m e n ~ ~  The play which resulted was "essentialy a Passion Play, with a ProIogue 



and Epiloguew (Elliott 78). The Last Supper and Scourging were implied offstage; the 

nailing to the Cross was "tactfully masked by the grouped banners of the Roman soldiersw 

(Elliott 77) because "we could probabIy not endure to see portrayed what the folk of York 

or Chester watched each ~ e a r . 2 ~  The following episodes were excised altogether: 

Massacre of the Innocents, Purification of Mary, Jesus and the Doctors, Transfimon, 

Jesus before Herod, Asamption and Coronation of Mary - one presurnes for reasons of taste, 

doctrine, didacticism, speciaI e&ct and fbcls, and h e  constraint, The language of Pllrvis' 

script "tumed out to be a conglomerate of Middle and Modem English, o h  sounding liLe 

neither-.. spoken by almost the entire cast in BBC Englishw (Elliott 80) 

The production was staged in the ruins of St. Mary's Abbey in a linear panorama 

rrminiscent of the b o u s  Valenciennes picture. The broken walls provided both a 

marvellously gothic backdrop for the stage, which in 1951 contained five d o n s  and a 

hen-mouth, and a natural second level for the heavenly tbrones of God, Christ and the angels. 

A triangular stage m the left-hand comer set shr and a halffm above ground level prmiaed 

the Burial and Harrowing of Hell. The e f f i  were simple and dignified= "Spectacle was 

largely confined to the crowd scenes, it was also present in the C O I O ~  medieval cosftrmes 

modeUed on quamocento paint& and in the Abbey ruins themselves, which rose in mute 

majesty over the players below." (Elliott 79) This staging was designed to allow for 

vay swifk movement and complete continuity, so that it was popoile to stage 
the whole history of man in three hours and a h a L  this is necessary in 
modern productions if the sweep of the story is to be maintained and the 
audience's intnest is to be he1L (Bmwne 3 20) 

Along with the sense of dignity and @estic sweep, another of Browne's artistic objectives 
. 

was "a light and airy gracem (Browne -us 3 12); a "faith for weekdays [wbich] 

&odd not wear the pious air of a faith for Suadays only." 0 . 306) 'Ihis 

avoidance of 'bea;vy' spiritDality produced a sanitized version of the play, which confinned 

rather than chanenged the faith of its audience Dorothy Sayas, who (like TS. Eliot) argued 

29E. Martin B r ~ ~ n e ,  "Ihe English Mrstery Plffys" -43 (wi 1956) 34-36; this 
Quote 36. 



hard for an approach to the plays more toughly religious and dramatic?, pointedly asked 

Are we to regard it as an act of worship, as a work of evangelization to the 
heathen and the uninstructad, or as a means of improving the general 
aesthetic and inteilectual level of the theatre as such? Are we to choose 
actors for their profeSSiona1 efficiency or for their Christian piely? Are we 
to aim at doing good, or at doing well? Ot what? 

Sayers criticid Bmwnets praduction formissing a QamaSicaIIy important doctrhd moment 

when in order to harrow he& the door of the sepulchre opened and Christ emerged in his 

grave-clothes: " a f k  we had once seen the tomb open and the figure of Christ appear, the 

R e d o n  &If, the very centre of the Mystay and the Myth, came as a complete anti- 

climax." (92) She conhued rather sdxhgIy, 

it is useless - or at least very difficult - to persuade the average man that 
Christianity is vital, tough, devant to Life and mteUectuaUy mgent, if bad 
staked glass, sentimental hms, tweety M e  pauns and pictures, and woolly 
rmdnrmatic plays ham already demonstra;ted to him aII too effiaualy that it 
is mere emotional nostalgia, devoid of bones. brains or guts. (93) 

Despite this mustral and largely unheard voice, Browne's approach to the plays produced a 

the focus of scholarship began noticeddy to shift toward the study of staging methods m 

order to a s h i h e  it. 

A i a r g e l y u n e x p 1 o r e d i n f l ~ o n ~  ofmedieval plays in the 195O'sand 1960's 

is the work of Bertold B e .  He argued for a revoIutiomry theatre m which the 

qorothy Sayers "Types of Christien Drama: W& Some Notes on Production" m 
"Dorothy Sayers and the Otha Type of Mysteryn ed. John Elliott m VII: 
e e w ( V o L  1981) 81-99, this quote p. 93. Elliott behevesthe tact 
originated in June I943 as ofa series of talks, and was M y  & in 1951 after 
Brownets production of the Yodr Cyde. It was originany partiany published in England m 
1952, and M y  in the United States in 1955. 

31HerbatRead " Y o r k M y d e r y P l a y s " f J e w S ~ 4 1  (h9,1951) 639- 
668 cdticised the 'BBC English, but he was deIighed by the @onnance, 



conventions of nahaalism wexe chdlenged, m which the audience members were provoked 

to a heightened awareness of themselves as individmk within society, m t k  than lulled into 

inteI.lectual acquiescence by a d e I r i I y  manipulative emotional experience. It was a 

theatre of ideas and symbols which tried to force the audience to see and question the reasons 

for their destinies as the prodproducts of societal movements rasher than as universally f d  

outcomes. By destroying the mVistiIe "fourth wall" which enclosed the actors onstage in the 

illusion of the believable, Bncht "alienatedw or separated the audience membes' expeziences 

from that which took plaw on the stage - they could watch and question h m  the vantage 

point of their own minds, rather than being swept into sharing the emotional experience of 

the c h a c m s  of the play. 

Some of these approaches proved hMid to an lmdastaadiDg by modern scholars of 

the medieval plays. The removal of natraalisn as an aesthetic goal relieved the plays of the 

old charge of childishness, pamitting their violations of Aristotelian notions of space and 

time to be lmdastood as a sophis t id  symbolic stnrt l l~ of idc8s13. The loss of the fourth 

wall brought the audience into the action and emphasized the social and communal aspects 

ofproduction. On some levels, I believe that Brecbxian "aIienationW somehow e x p W  and 

soothed the ckhnbihg sense of a b d y  so often obsenred in the plays: one might observe the 

brutalities of the Cmcifixion h m  a detached i n t e I l d  point of view rather than being 

overwhelmed by them- 

The essedal difference between B ~ h t  and the medieval theatre is that Brecht's 

plays and criticism came in -on a d  as a concctive to a dsadent and sentimental 

bourgeois Victorian theatrr; the medieval plays did not Their aiticism, however, did pass 

through a simikrcaction to the theatrical acpcctations of its Victorian ancestors. BRcht's 

coflected work on the heat# appeand in German in 1957; in Engkh transMon in 1964. 

%ee for example, PauIa Lozar T i e  m the Corpus Christi Cycles 'Aestheticr and 
1Re2llisticV Modesn pawrS 144 VLitaatmt 1978) 385-393. Tbis paper 
isdhmssedinChapterThne. 

John WiIIett (NE Hin and Wan& London: Eyre Metimen Co, 1964) Frtst pubtished 



The York performances of 1960 (dir. David GiIes) and 1%3 (dir. Wrlliam Gaddl) were 

designed on Brechtian lines of 'alienation' and 'epic theatre', productions which were more 

W v e  and pmportionaIly less popular with the citizens of Yo& John Elliott says of 

The development by Brecht of a concept of 'epic theatrer at the very time 
when the m y h e s  were making their first appeamces was not a 
coincidence, as Brecht's own acknowledgement of his debt to medieval 
theatre india~~.... In so far as a c p r e s s i o ~  has come to be the rule rather 
than the exception m today's &eatre, the mysteries may be said to have riddea 
the wave of the future and in their own way to have helped to propel it 
(Ellipn, 142-143) 

In 1960, the Christ was crucified with his back to the audience; in 1963, he and the two 

thieves faced the audience in a production which seized al l  the opportunities of bndality 

which the script offered Most critics panned these productions, and in 1966 Martin Browne 

resuaeded what was essentially his 1951 productiot~ The 1969 show was a nearly all- 

amateur, aU-local-talent proddon which drew on the local tmiitions which had been 

developing since 1951: the sets were architecturat and Ralistic and the costumes were 

predominantly inspired by paint@ b m  the Italian Reaaissrmcc The paformarrp of 1973 

was so M e  changed that the Wed to review it. John ElliotP explained: 

Yo& by its own estimate, has become the Okammergau of England, and 
seems knt on clinging to its f o r t h  for success.,. slow-paced, reverent, 
dignified and stylishly archaic. 'Lhe current director, Edward Taylor, 
candidly confessed that neither the dty council nor the l d  public would 
toierate any departrae h m  past practice, so M y  has tradition' become 
enshrined in Yo& (Elliott "GodspeUn 125) 

In 1976 and 1980, the overt religiosity of the play was qected in favour of "plebian W, 

xJohnEili~tt "Phyhgtht Godspn: Revivaisofthe Mystery Cycles m F q h &  1973" 



production war a p p d y  unda the iduence of feminist spiddty, and feaaard a woman 

in the role of God for the first time ever? 

As the evolutionary assumptions whih had shaped early drama schoIarship crumbled 

during the nineteen-fifties, attention gradually and increstsingly shifted to the intensting 

problems raised by hagin@ and attempting to rralize the plays as staged pdormancesces 

Most of these scholars, who were breaking new ground by envisioning the production values 

of the original performanoes, credited the modem paformances, espedally at York, for their 

kphtion and mevaluation of the plays Eleauor Prosds appfoacff, wbich dktkgkhed 

literary from dnrmatic criticism, depended on the ability to imghtively place one's selfas 

the reader in the medieval audience; much of this desire seemed to stem h m  the experience 

ofhaving seen staghgs of medieval plays: "EMartin Bmwne's e o n  of the York cycle 

for the Festival of Britain in 1951 (qeated 1954, 1957, and 1960) opened the door on 

exciting piospecff" (Pmsser 43) She also cRdited ha admit approach to the experiences 

of a large production of the Play of Dmdel, "a figure of purity yet of passion... It is true 

draman, and a small production of the Coventry Nativity, "In the umestrained whoops of 

laughter and the saddm hush, one could sense- the deep human impact of the medieval 

mystery*" 

Glynne W~ckham~~, who attacked the plays' old image of quaint childishness by 

exploring their parallels with complex d expenshe1y-staged court pageantry, gave much 

of the credit for this mteLIectual movement to the experience of having seen the plays: 

Wart5 McDonald 'Is God a Woman?" Ma&a& lm15 (8 April 1996) 46-51. 
McDonald reports: "Paheps the best meamn of the emotions at stake., came last month 
when the dirrctot of Britain's six-centray old Mystery Plays a n n o d  that this year God 
would be played by a woman - local antique dealer Ruth Ford. The Archdeacon of Yo&, 
George Austin, promptly denounced it as 'pagsnism. We are made m God's image,' he 
decland, 'and not the other way around.'* (McDonald 47) 

W t w  1330-1660 (Londom Rornedge and Kegan 
Pad, VoL I 1959) 



En recent years, largely because of the interaction of scholarship and 
Shakespearean production initiated by William P a l  ... and propagated by the 
increasing attention given to play production in schools and universities, a 
re;ilizatonthatthetruthMinterpretationofallEli7ahethanc&amak 
unobtainablewithoutrefkrence to itsantedents has steadily gained ground. 
(Wickham T k  stdingly successll revival of the York and Chester 
cycles..,. has roused suspicion of a poss~ible misjudgment between Literary 
and Qamatic values. (Wkkham xxvii. The fact that the audiences and the 
critics who speak for them appear to support these revivals enthusiastically, 
contrasts so strangely with the words "primitiven "naive" "crude" and such 
other patronizing epithets of traditional critical evaluation, that modem minds 
are now keenly awake to the idea that they may have been misinformed 
(W~clrham 1 14) 

Becase the York wagons had been so W y  d e d  to the 'quaint' vision of the plays 

which he debunked, W I C ~  focussed mainly on productions which demonstrably used 

Z o m  and plates staging. To resolve the puzzling question of how the the obviously 

sophisticated York plays could have been presented on wagons, Wickbam proposed a new 

model of the pageant wagon, m which a second wagon positioned behind the first provided 

additionat acting space, a changing area and housed the rnacbinw for lifts, This permitted 

him to avoid Matthew Spends 1912 solution of an inhitely large wagon which housed a 

'crude' and 'absurd' production. 

W~ckbds d Section on the size and shape of the York pageant wagon inspired 

Arnold W i l b d '  to include a slightly longer section ofhypotheses and vhabt ions  of the 

stagings of the cycle plays. Comparing the paintings of the Tripmph of Isabel4 he 

amdded regarding tbe wagons at York and Chester, that "we should then, probably not be 

too fhr wrong if we compnted the extreme length as eighteen fees the width as eight." 

(williams98) Despitethedif6cr;lltiesposedbysuchlarge-castpIaysasthe~~~0nd~ 

More PiIate, he believed "Yodt is the most suited of all cycles to playing on pageant 

wagons, fw it has more plays and cmmpmdy less material and fewer changes of locale m 



each play." ( W i i  98) He solved the problem of the diminutive stage by allowing that 

"the action was not confined to the pageantn. (Wirlliams 99) Categories like symbolic and 

naartalistic lost their clarity in the medieval drama: Iocations were ceaainly symbolic, and 

yet onstage violence included the use of prop blood, and ?hey did not hedate to give some 

sort of representation of the greatest miracles and the most sublime mysteries.,, pt] defies 

categorization as either symbolic or nannalistic, because it was both." ( W i  103) 

Despite his fkination with the mapitde and complexity of the staging of the plays ("the 

municipal authorities and the pageant masters of the guilds sparfed] no pains to get 

everything a h i  budget and ~IlSCientious supervisim could get" (Wiiams 94)), he was 

conservative in his estimation of their artistic qualities: 

Wtlliams' curiosity about the wagons sparked a study by M. James You&' which 

tried to form an idea of what the wagons looked like, based upon "the mannsaipt of the 

plays.. municipal and guild m o d s  and h m  some consistent traditiolls of art of the pesiod" 

(M. James Young 2) He decided that the wagons wuId not have been larger than ten feet 

wide by twenty feec long; that they "could only have been one story in height, actending 

some ten to twelve feet above the wgon floor" aad that "in no more than two cases is it 

probable that a second wagon was used. Occasionally actors moved to the ground." (M. 

James Young 20) Much of the size of his wagons was predicated upon the aSSrrmpti011 that 

both locus andplarea were located on board the wagon; the wagon was thus a rolling stage, 

a "theatre compact and fimctional, yet aesthetically and theatrically pleashg." (U James 

Young 20) 

Rosemary WooIfQ,~~examinedqdeplaysepisocli~inth&colltextofart 

''M. James Young "The York Pageant Wagon" Mononrabhs 1 (March, 1967) 
1-20. 



and devotional works, cndited the experience of having seen performances, especially of 

York, for some of h a  appnciation of their artistic quality: 

It is not coincidence that the present recognition that the plays are both 
moving and powaful began with their widespread revival on the stage, 
following the success of the first Yo& production at the Festival in 1950.-.. 
A modem stage-. is too large and produces too tmconceatrated an e f f i  for 
close resemblance to a pgintipg: but the effect of actors dramatically grouped 
m a medieval wagon must have resembled that of a compartment m a series 
of kcoes- -  must have given an &kt of a picture-fhme just as did the lam 
proscenium arch-. must baw appeared exactly as a speadag pictme- (Wodf 
100-101) 

&tween 1968 and about 1978 a controversial debate raged about whether the York 

plays were actually paformed on wagons and in procession. It forced the re-aamhtion 

and eventually inspired the publication of the Yo* records by the Records of Early English 

Dtama; it also @ired academic pafommces on wagons at Leeds and Toronto. It was 

resolved in hvour of processid pedortwnce, and is more completely disused in Chapter 

Five. 

In 1977, the National Theatre ran a production d e d  which was a 

combhation and adaptaton of the York and Towneley plays. The original production 

focussed on the Passion cpisodcs; in 1980, this bearme Part II and the Old Testament 

of two evenings to a staadipg audience. The completed show lata appeared m the CoWoe 

ThatreandthenattheLycannandontom. Theshowclosedin l98Sor l986afkavery 

popllarma Theprodpctiondueswat self-consciously modem, ofken parodic ratherthan 

piom Richard Beaded d e d  it "a most exciting aud innovative proauction, caddy 

t r e d i q  the line between the iuevemt and the senti.meLIEaln, and d e d  a highlight 

One of its most powerfid moments was the A n n ~ o n ,  in which a black 
Gabriel, in a sumptuous robe high on a farirelift tmck, picked up the beam 



from a spotlight in a circular mirror and directed it on Mary kneeling below, 
~ y p r o l ~ m w e l I i n g t o a b a a t s . ( B e a d l e d K i a g ~  
XXvii) 

lhnyll G d e  was less imptessed with the popularization of the medieval text, calling 

it "a d q m t e  chase after comedy,. [which] showed a timid reluctance to exploit the 

iconography of the plays." He noted that despite the use of such stage devices as a 

Hamwing of Hdl which "developed into a mther silly star wars type conflict, complete with 

ray guns", the production failed to make use of such stage business as the imprint on 

Veronica's kerchiec or the use of blood in either the Slaughter of the Innocents or the 

Cmdixio11 He aIso criticized the music and manis dances which the show as 

trite, 'foky' and overly Quaint. His review euded with a warning about the seductions of 

What aZ1 this adds up to is a slick, comic, musicaI spectack, which., ignores 
the serious artistic and didactic qdit ies of the m e d i d  religious cycles. In 
its insistence on quaintness and 'Meme England' jolliness the proddm 
implicitly mtats ideas which have for some time been outdated: that it was 
a rather simple drama performed by ULLsOphisticated ma.,. if it is allowed 
to have a real ianuence on proddon of early drama it can only be a step 
backwardsYI.~mpta;ti~ntocfieapaic]rsand~insteadofttustinthe 

G d e y  73) 

Prodrrctian as a means of research became fbhionabk during the mid-seventies. In 

1975, the U- of Lee& pmhced 35 episodes of the Y d  cyc1e on wagons in the 

course of three days on a route through three stations The ptoduction demonsaated that the 

efIixzsofunevenaad~sirmtbamousperfbananceswerellotasdebilicatingasmight 

be & "the overall e f k ~  is onc of desirable variety." @ e d e  and King Modem 

&&gXXViifi 

CMEord Davidson and Noaa Mason apptied the evidence of att history to the 

4aarrylI Gratrtley "l'be Md Theatre's Roductiion of The M).srerips: Some 
O M O I I S "  N- 4&2 (1986) 70-73. 



corueatious area of in 1976. They supported Martin Stevens' staging theory, that 

the plays developed out of tableaux v i v m  and were staged only once in 111 on the 

Pavement, because this point of origin in the visual arts reinforced Davidson's art history 

If the plays are rooted m the rableaza vitlrmi;r, they must therefore be studied 
in relation to the forms and tedmiques of the visual arts. (163) 

In this article, however, they made the leap h m  art as visual aid to actual reconstruction: 

Stevens and Mason proposed an &n wagon, in which the hell-mouth rested on the wagon 

tongue at the ha and God's throne was at the rear- Their estimate of the wagon's size was 

T x 10'; considerab1y less than Jmes Yomgs 10' x 20'. The &-on proposal seems to have 

been linked to the hypothesis that the moving wagon contained a tablea vivmrtmrt4 The 

dc le  contained many useful costrrmiag and design hints drawn h m  period mums which 

were geared toward recons&uction in pmhction. 

In h spring of I9n ,  the Uniwrsity of Toronto anuounced a twoday production of 

the entire cycle on wagons and in procession through ttrree  station^.^ David Parry, the 

director of the production, said: 

The Leeds productiotl.. has show11 just how practical the station-to-station 
wagon +on of the plays d y  is. We hope that the proQction of the 
firll cycle and the more detailed rewnstnrction of some of the individual 
wagon-stages m Toronto will remove some of the doubts that have recently 

'SCIiff~rd Davidson and Nona Mason "Staging the Yo& Ciemon mtd F d  of Luc$erw 
Theatre 172 (November 1976) 162-178. 

%avidson noted "The fohnstan-- -on, firrtbermore, would have been 
extremeIy clmnsy to move into place from station to starion, and also would hiwe been 
useless as aplatfiorm h which to show atableau vivmrt: only persons on one side ofthe 
street would have been able to view it, J ~ ~ W O I I  and Dorrtll clearly misrPssd "the bakke 
side," which should indicate the rear of the wagon (see OED, S.V. backside). Having the 
pairrted cloth on the lear of the wagon also d d  give the advamage of providing a thrust 
s t a g e , ~ t b a o t h e I e s s ~ S h a n o w s ~ a g ~ " ( w t e s 8 a n d 9 , p .  177)SeeChapter 
Pi for the Johnston--Dorrdlremmtmdon. 



been expressed as to the practicability and effectiveness of this method of 
presenEatimasitwasusedinmedievalYork(Pmy 19) 

As a scholarly, rather tban a commercial or Feligious production, this show was motivated 

andshapedbythestagingdebate ~pmductimwasjoidyorganiPedbyRecordsofEdy 

English Drama, which was then in the midst of producing the York records, and Poculi 

Ludique Societas, anted id  and renaissance drama group which had been staging schoIarIy 

productions on the Toronto campus since a graduate seminar taught by Professor Job 

Leyerle in 1%4. The forty- pageants were assigned to a variety of academic and local 

groups, IooseIy guided m terms of styIe and context (the "date" of production was set in 

1485) and provided with tbe use of wagcms and some coshtmes by PLS- PLS acquired 

eleven wagons and built elaborately carved 9 x 8' pIatf011fls erlukpped with trap doors; the 

wagon fm the Judgement episode was configured d g  to the tecentIy-discovered 

Mercers' hdentm with a second level and a windlass-operated swing lift The wagons a d  

someofthecosrume~weremt&ed. Theploduction,whichwsrsscheduIedforOctober1and 

2, was broken into two days on the 8ssumptim that a modem audience would not turn up at 

4:30 am, or last for the predicted fourteen hours of show time. A medieval fgir with 

vendors and morris dancers was also arranged to provide a holiday atmosphere. 

Unfortunately, it c a h d  The k t  ten performances went off outdoors, at which point a 

tormthl (and as it tinned out, all day) downpour b v e  the remainder inside, where a singIe 

wagmwsrssetppa~~tageandcach~mraisedandstrudrtheh.setsonit;thisresahed 

in an o d  delay of about five h r s  The pedmmxs scheduled for the second day did 

happenoutdoors. T h e ~ o f p e S ~ ~ m ~ ~ ~ e ~ v a r i e d ~ r r g r e t t a b I e t o m a m r i f i c e n t  

Although it was originally planned as a demonstration that processionai staging was a 

feasible staging method, the production tuned out to be more d as a d e m d o r t  of 

the differences between the mechanics of indoor and outdoor pediormance. 

Reviews of the show varied qyite a lot Hany Laneu criticized it heavily, h&hg 



that historical reatation should be illusionistic: 

Such an attempt as this at historical d o n  faces a number of serious 
problems with rega~I to the completeness and complexity of recreation to be 
attempted and the control that is q u k d  to prevent any major Iapse from 
making ~ E E  entire inusion wlIapse. A serious historical re-creation is surely 
a conscious and d e I i  artifice m which a historical moment is re-created 
as completely as possiile. What one saw of this medieval hir was 
suspiciously redolent of the c l i c b  of "Merrie England" that travel agents 
still dependon. (Lane 103) 

For Lane the variations in quality and approach fiom play to play spoiled the illusion of a 

single performance: "inadequacies of acting, costume and staging succeeded onIy in 

suggesting the old fiction that our medieval ancestors were quaint, naive and acutely Iaddng 

m visual sophistication" (L~IE 104) and the inclusion of the kir drew the academic quality 

of the day down to an Macceptably plebeian level: "Kwe are to explore the feasl'bility and 

demands of staging this huge cycle on wagons, we must do so carefidly and seriously, 

unhslmpered by competitionhmamedieval fair." (Lane 106) Jobn VeIz" assertedtktk 

day was "more than a casual aesthetic experience or a sentimental indulgence by 

an- In a r e d  sense, it was a research experiment,." (Vek 49) Velz commented on 

the profound differences between outdoor aad indoor aesthetics: 

Worse than this neat total colIapse of timetable was the loss of the sense of 
living theatre muhas as the andimce moved abom from station to station, 
or from station to the medieval fair which was going on simultaneo~. 
Aesthetic distance between actors and audience was almost nonIxistent 
odoois, all too obvious indoots: wbat had been the immanence of G d s  
haad in the wodd was sxkkdy a mere spectacle when we left the stne t  and 
mobility for the a d h i m  and stasis, How immediate the plays are when 
prodaced rmder m e d i d  conditions was the most impressive lesson the 
Toronto pduction taught (Veh SO) 

@John Veiz "The Yodr Cycle ofMystay Plays" 
13 (1978) 49-52. 

SOSheiIa r,inrten)wnm The York Cycle at Toronto: Staging and Performance StyIen 
41 (Octoba 1978) 31-41. 



predecessor, the thew productions of the truncated cycle at Yorlc: 

While using medieval costmnes and the ruins of St  Mary's Abbey church as 
a setfhg, the York Festival productions have taken the easy course of 
t m d d n g  the cyde imo an essentially modern theatrical idiom. The forty- 
seven pageants have typicaily been comprrsed into a continuous drcrma with 
a single "story he" and performed in a style one reviewer has described as 
a mdange of Obemnmergau Passion Play, pre-Rapheak tabieaux, and 
twentiethezmy church dnrma (Lindenbarn 32) 

Although the show had been conceived to test the theory that the plays were staged 

processionally, which bad ken cbaiIenged by Alan Nelson and Martin Stevens, it "could 

only test the g a d  & i . ,  a rich and fluid theatrical environment" (Linbbaum 33) 

which "dB& fiom the cornpartmen- scenes in art as a r e d t  of the stdffiag line 

between actors and audience and the movement of wagons within the ebb and flow of the 

p I o c e s s i o n . " ~ 3 4 )  LikeVe~Tindenhnumagnedthat"theIinesktweenact0rs 

also seemed required indoorsm (Lhdenbaum 34) and that "the staging was most effective 

when it estabiished a t e h g  relationship between the audience and the play." (35) This 

relationship, she argued, must not be an illusionistic wpepsion of disbelief became this 

acpectation leads to an tamasonably negative view of the plays: "early critics of m e d i d  

drama, foudthecycIes audeandneivekcauretheyjudgedthanacx~rdingtothtcritcria 

of illusionistic playsn (Lhdenbaum 37) Lindenhaurn also criticized the text, which 

"imposed a paverse kind of stylistic unity- a monotonous and often incompehmsiile 

modern English translation, oddly the one made by JS. Punis for the my differently 

conceived York Festival revkkn  (LindenbaPm 39) 
- c  - p u b W  a series of reviews. David 

Bevingtonwas e d m h i c  about the method of dissriuting the plays among groups= "the 

conception of the whole was simply bnatbbalda& and the plan of distDillting individual 

st"Ihe Yo& Cycle at Toronto: October 1 and 2,1W m*ews by David Bevington, 
Kathleen Ashley, Peter Mardith, Geil McMmay Gibson and Thomas Hahn. 

0 .  . 
-2OQ977) 107-121. TartpaIcitalionsfortksereviews 
appear as foIIows author RORD 20 page. 



pageants among dkpate acting groups, more or less in imitation of the guild assigmnents 

in medieval Enghd, made its pint  with extraordinary effectiveness." (Ikvhgton RORD 

20 109) He noted a sharp differentiation between the quality of production of academic and 

church groups: "spectators concluded that college acting groups.... knew what they were 

aboa,whileChrnchgroupswexeatsea" @evhgtonRORD 20 109-110) Kathleen AshIey 

artnittted the flaws m the production 

not to failure on the part of the producers, but rather to a modern context m 
which correlations between private and public, secular and sacred, are 
difficult to perceive.... Resumably medied audiences before the age of 
thoroughgoing naturalism were able to respond m a manner both compiex 
and unified, holding at once an awareness of guild afEMon and Biblid 
import. (Ashley RORD 20 110-1 11) 

Peter Meredith pointed out the "absense of unity.... replaced w i k .  a pattern of individual 

incidents.... What unity there is witbin the story is simply the story.., It is witbin the 

individual pageant that dramatic uuity lies." (Meredith RORD 20 112-113) Meredith 

compared the production with that m 1975 at Leeds, while the weather was deiigtdbl at 

Leeds, only 35 of the plays were mounted on dressed wagons, plain wagons, aud some on 

no wagon at all. 

At Leeds, The Road to Cahta~y was particularly s w x e d d  as a "no-wagonn 
pageant. The starkness which the absence of the wagon produced, the 
harshness of the real road sutface upon which Chtist f a  the Bmegelespue 
proximity and reality of the aowd/audience, all revealed the posstile 
&ectiveness of the method. (Meredith RORD 20 1 l3)n 

Gail McMarray Gibson commented on the visuai quality of the production, m which "the 

fsmitiar iconography of a hundred Iate-medieval V i m  paintings was mysteriously 

d m e d  to living and spealdng image" ( & i n  ROORD 20 1 IS), and the magical sense 

of transceadiag time: "For a few seconds, the shivering modern spectators seemed 

d o n n e d  to that other marding crowd in holiday mood, that crowd h h g  Coney Street 

Rpeter Holding proposed an originat no-wagm staging for this episode in 1980, d c h g  
~mentimoftheLeedsperformance. S e e " S t a g c c r a f t m t h e Y d Q d e u ~  
342 (1980) 51-60, 



or Micklegate or The Pavement as the pageant wagons played and passed" (Gibson RORD 

20 1 17) Thomas Hahn cornmated on the audience and its reactions: 

The primary levels on which shifts between illusion and reality occurred 
c o d  local penxptions - notice amacted by the outdoor sethg, weather? 
stag&, pmps, the activities of other members of the audience.... Much of the 
participation and perception at this level necessarily disappeared when the 
plays moved indoors. (Hahn RORD 20 I 18) 

Some of the reactions which a medieval audience would predictably have had were lost 

because of modem tmfhdiarity with iconography. The audience also d H d  h m  a 

medieval one in that they "lacked the civic and codia ted  ties that bound the original 

audience togethern (Hahn RORD 20 1201, and while receptive, "they could hardly have 

d u p I i d  the mood ofholyday aad holiday9 of fiast and celebration that m e d i d  spectates 

feltn (Hahn RORD 20 120) For Hahn, the plays failed when "they relied on the wooden 

solenmity and high seriousness often, ar.td tmfithgly, associated with medieval a" (Hahn 

RORD 20 120) and sucweQd in the moments when "it is om coflscious~less, not of fiction, 

but of personal involvement and of the reality of the even& that p1eases." @ a h  RORD 20 

Alexandra Johnstofl, who was iosrnnnental in organizing the cycle, commented a 

year later on the experience. She assated that the production had been 

not a d o n ,  but an cent It will take many more e a t s  
before anyone amcemed with staging problems prrsemcd by the York C ' e  
will be able to say with confidence that the 'historical' facts have been 
d c i n d y  estabIished to allow for that reuearion. ( J o h n  "Yo& Cycle* 
2) 

The historical organWionaI method of divided episodes p v e d  in practice to be self- 

not ody is it possible to pmdmx the York Cyde using forty-seven seprate 
groups, it is the only way to produce t Only by dividing the respombility 

5 3 A l ~ J o h n s r o n  "The York Cyde: 1977" U- o w  -48:l Ball 
1978) 1-9. A review by Forster Freed appeand in Review 17 (Wi 
1978) 98-102 It is prhnadly a rqetition ofthis infOtmatiom 



among the guilds could the cay c a d  paoduce this enomlous play mually 
for Orost two hundred years (Johnston "Yo& Cycle" 3-4) 

The fiagmentiug of chanlcterization which resulted h m  having many actors portray the 

same chatter had the effect of focussing the audience's attention: 

&cause~wasnoi~ca$onofm~withachirracta,,thedmce 
was thus demied the luxury of emotional idmecation with a character 
through an actor. Identification and so engagement was with the real events 
behind the rrprrSentati01.1.. (Johnston "York Cycle 4) 

The puzzling @on of amateur vems professional acton gained a possiile solution in the 

Cynamic of the text "it appeated that some of the plays were deli'berately written to depend 

heady on one or pahaps two actom while demanding a cast of considerable size to speak 

one or two lines," (Johnston "Yo& Cycle" 5-6) The most memorable effect of the play, 

which John was forhmare enough to view from the inside, was the blending of play- 

worid with real world, 

the W o n  of the pztrticipmt~ that contriiuted to our sense of common 
experience .... For those of us more intimately involve&,. there were... ties 
that created curious  resonance^. an extraordinary sense of community- 
(Johnston "Yo* Cycle" 6) 

It was beyond e o n s ,  especially theatrical conventions: 

a mimetic s i t don  without known cotnmtions.... 'There can be no inusion 
in this form of theatre that what is portrayed is 'real'.- [it] does not attempt 
to 'deceive' the audience- Rather* the York Cycle s e e k  to allow them to 
'conceive'.... to Wpafonn the Cycle is to take part in an act of commPnayt of 
celebration and of worship- It was not an historical d o n ,  but a 
contempomy evmt (Johnston "Yo& Cyciew 8) 

The 1977 Yo& cycle at Tomato stimulated rrscarch and discourse in several new directions 

the rnechnical basics of paforming medieval theatre effectively9 d a c e  interacton and 

reception, new defbitions of 'unity'. 

Ameetingat Ianaskrm 1 9 8 0 p v i d e c i t h t ~ f 0 ~ ~ a n d b o h s d i s c P s s i o n  

ab0ttttht~'bilitiesofthtpag~wagoadthtbadsfbtthe~twohofanew 

j o d  dedicated to the P l f i  issrrs of medieval 



One participant? commented on a new "sense of the actuality of the pageant wagox that 

these remakable vehicles really did exist, with alI their technical problems and very real 

technical achievements-" (Twyaoss 4) Phillip Butterw0rthSs explored the intricacies of 

fifkenth-centtay wheeI-* and based on the records. explained how the Mercers' wagon 

must have looked and firnctioned. He noted that the 1464 Mercers' wagon had bound 

wheeIs, despite city ordinrmas which restricted the use of iron-bound vehicIes, that the axles 

were fixed to the underside of the carriage and the WfieeIs revolved mund them, that the 

vehicle was probably moved by a combination of pushing and pulling with the wheels 

exposed as d b c e s  to be manipulated, and that the "potting stangw of the ncords was a pole 

used as a leva to aid in tuning and braking. 

Peter Merediths presented an improved version of the Johnston and DomII 

r e c 0 ~ 0 1 1 ~ ~  of the 1433 Macas' wagon, in which the iron pieces were used to construct 

the second or "heavenn level, rather than as the four posts which held it up. This design 

provided some advaatages m d d d i t y  and storage pnposes, and coczesponded more closely 

with the known uses of iron as a strpctpral element in the fifknth century. His 

reconstruction was based on the records published by the REED project, and necessarily 

invoIved some discussion of how the records should be read, and what i n f o d o n  they 

actually provided; a great deal was m y  conjecture, c o m p ~ d  by the s p e h g  and 

55PhilIip htterworth The YOEL Mercers' Pageant Vehicle 143391467: Wheds, Steaiag 
aad C0dn,1~ M & d  1 2 (1979) 72-8 1. 

%Peter Macdith The Development of the Yo& Mercers' Pageant Wagonw 
1 (1979) 5-18. 

nAlexandta F. Johnston and hkpre t  Dontll "The Doomsday Pageaut of the Yo& . - Merce~~, 1433" 5 (1971) 29-34 aad "Tht YO& M m  and their 
PageantofDoomsday, 1 4 3 3 4 5 2 6 " ~ 6 ( l i n )  6035- Theseartides 
aredkussedmCbeptaFivc 



of problems, Johnston and Dorrell interpret "char#* ("Wants j cham") as a 
car&. I don't think there's any doubt it's a shirt, "sark" cum "&ertn, and a 
pageant wagon has been aeated out of it (Meredith "Macers" 16) 

His method worked toward Wrely s~ppfoximation rather than *truthw: 

I donY think we shall ever be absolutely one hundred per cent sure what the wagon 
looked Wre, and in many cases there are going to be details, perhaps important 
demiIs,whichweshallneva~out; butwecanworkoutwhatisli&." (Meredith 
"Mercersn 8) 

This is a useM distinction, and one which the publication of the records has caused to be 

uttered fkquently m the past fift#n years. 

David P e ,  the Artistic Director of the 1977 paformatlce, noted some of the 

m p i s h g  discoveries which the experiment had provided= the wagons were easy to move 

aadmstabilize,~thel2~6actingQcLwasdcidyspaciou~;virmallynothnewas 

required between wagons, but a gap occuued after the wagon was m position, while the 

comer braces and stairs were put into place which was probabIy the space covered by the 

many long prologues; vhiility was less a concern outdoors than indoors, people 
constantly moved, went for food and r*umed, foIIowed a favoPdte play, watched h m  every 

conceivable angle. The rigidity of sight lines and inappropriate ietcrmptiom (like 

dogs) only became problematic indoors. References to weather m the plays suddenly 

play's meaning: 

. one of the &t& of the f h h g  o f f  wagon stages is to give us 
something of the same effect that we get m late m e d i d  art, where thexe is 
often action spilling out of the M e s ,  but the fiames are always daere with 
the sense that this is the irma reality of things. (Parry 26) 

of the development of the use of performs~ce as a d tool m medieval drama studies. 



In -a of C- CE. M e  defiued it as follows: 

Knowledge of theatrical conditions provides the basis for one basic form of 
pedonuance criticism, that of readers whose work with plays involves a 
deh'berase sustained act of the imagination to envision the play, a verbal 
construct, w d k d  and enacted on the stage m the presence on an audience. 
But many pe r f~~~ f l i ~ce  critics go beyond a reading of this sort, however 
informed, sendive and imaninatjve it may be. 'Reconstructing' the stage for 
which the pIay was first written... they use performance as a method of 
research; teachers and students at the University of Toronto have regularly 
explored medieval English drama this way, building 'medieval' pageant 
wagons for the York Cycle in 1977. (McGee 135) 

The use of performance as a research tool has affected the field in numerous ways: it has 

directed schoMy &on to t f ~  relations of performers and audience, to the play as a series 

of historical events rather than merely a text, to the sophisticated dramatic qualities of its 

text, aod to the reIigious and cultural complexities of the society which produced it. 

Additionally, the techniques of producing effective m e d i d  drama have been Iearned and 

honed by a culture of scholars who have specdid in this fomr of d Like niticism, 

pafomauce also has its hshions and modes; unrtilre it, a good pediomance is an ephemeral 

experience shared only by those present. While it stimulates thought about the plays, the 

attended.60 A second drawback of perfbauance scholarship is the dangerous illusion that 

what works onstage m an academic proQcti011 must indicate what happed m the original, 

historical producti-7 the past can lose its sharp contours and be SimpIified into costume- 

dehed alterity- As McGee points our, there is a "need for performance critics to attend to 

the status and the use of theatre as a body of signifj.ing practices that co- ideologically 

prescnLbed ideas of charadet, nalism and sigdlcance." (McGee 138) I believe dtat m order 

T.E. McGee "Performaace Criticismu in Irena Makaryk d 
* - .  

(T~rrtrcrsm: University of Toronto Press, 1993) 132139. 

T k j c m m a I d  
.. . caniesa~supp1ement 

of reviews of m e d i d  drama pediormaaccs which is heIpfaI; but I believe that dcsctiption 
canuotreplaceexpxie!nce. Ihaveparticipatedmperf'i'iceswiththePocPliLudique 
Smktas for six years in a variety of roles 
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for performance to provide a d researoh mi, great -on must be given to the visual 

details of the production md the records which correspond to it. Despite the impossibility 

of achieving a perfdy actmate vision of the original, modern period performances have 

provided both imghtive stimulus and a testing ground which has demonstrsrted the 

mechanical and emotional possiilities which the original productions must have had. 



Chapter Five 

The Great Staging Controversy and the Records of Early EngIish Drama 

During the late 1960s and eariy '7Os, a fie= debate raged among academic 

specialisu in the field of medieval drama on the topic of the staging of the Yo* cycle. The 

traditional evolutionary underpinnings which had supported the basic understanding of the 

pIays until about 1955 had been challenged; the 'eye-witness' account of the Chester plays 

contained m the Rogexs' Breviaries was no longer secure evidence of anything; it had becom 

clear that the oncecmiversal model of pageant-wagon staging was inapplicable in the cases 

of most 0th medieval English playtexts. Alan Nclson now asked how in the world al l  of 

the plays of the Yo& cycle could have been puformed at multiple stations and on separate 

pageant wagons, and possibly accompanied or premkd by a liturgical procession of the 

Host, in one &yo The experience of the plays in paformaace had seeped into the scholarly 

imagination to the extent that the event which the text of the Register recorded was now 

conceivable and thefore logistically questionable. Nelson answered his question by re- 

hmginhg the pageants as a procession of elaborate displays which paused briefly at each 

station to identify themselves before gathering at some find point for one pafo~nanr~: of the 

play as a whole, a separate event from the procession. The very existence of processional 

staging, which had long been perceived as the defining characteristic of EngIish medieval 

cframamrgy, was chaIlenged. At the heart of the matter lay the relationships of the Corpus 

ChristigPil&proassion,perfonnanceand~o Theconmvemyawsedthetextand 

records to be intentiy nuramincd; new records were discovered, new produaions wexe 

staged, and most impoaantly, new questions were asked of the i n f o d o n  which had been 

available al l  along. The manpsaipts containing the Yo& civic records were studied 

carrfDny and the matter relating to pb~rmatlct  was plbhkd.. This process of intemgathg 

the records led to a fandamen* altered understanding of the play and P chamtanas 

The foIlowing chaperatarnines m greater daail NeIsonrs theory, the opposition to it as the 

controversy developed over the corrr~c of several years, and the Records of Eady English 

Dramap~oj~whichararitsrcspltThisisaninraestiagpeddinthe~ofYo&cydc 



scholarship because it is the time of the most intense advancement of knowledge in slightly 

over a century. 

Along with rhe groundbreadking works of Gardiner and Salter, Nelson's challenge 

was based upon Richard Southem's work on the Castle Q Petseverrmce in 

m the R a L .  which examined a previously-overlooked staging method: on 

muItipIe stages, but in one hxed iocation, in which the scaf%oIlds for the iit~dien~e's seating 

were arranged in a circle and intenpemd with the multiple stages required by that play. 

Tbis mthod obviously nquirrd large amounts of organization, fimding and professional 

theatrical ability; by replacing the time-honoured image of a quaint parade of tiny bible plays 

on wagons Southern demonstrated once again that the roots of English drama were clearly 

neither d - s c a I e  nor amateur. Moteover, this model provided a documentable (in this 

case) and somewhat more practical solution to the logistical problems raised by the attempt 

to reconstruct medieval staging. Southern's model was enthusiastically accepted by the 

scholady community and promptly applied to the other existing pieces of medieval English 

drama. In 1961. Mania ~ose' suggested an in-the-round style of presentation for the 

Towneley plays, basing much of his argument upon his own recoIlStructed paformauce of 

the play. Rose raised a szies of questions abwt the York cyde which he did not attempt to 

The plays as htadition has it, were performed at anumber of different stations 
in York, the whole cycle being presented at each mccesive station. The 
number of stations varied= in 1417 there were twelve, in I519 time wert 
fwrtccn, and m 15% sixteee Tht playing of 273 lines, induding the music 
and the movement, would take about Eiftecn minutes. At the first station, 
allowing five minutes for ttu time taken between the end of one pageant and 
the btginning of another, the whole cyde wwld last for about fifteen hwrs; 
if it started at 4-30 am. it w d d  finish at 730 p.m. At the second station, 
allowing five minutes for the joumey and five minutes for the combined 
preparation for the jomey at the tint station and for the playing at the 
second - and we have to bear in mimi that these are horsedram pageants 
making their way m pmcesion not at a gaUop - performance w d d  begin at 



455 am. and the cyde would h i s h  at 755  p.m. At this rate the first 
pageant would begin at 950 am. at the atetwelfth station and the last would 
finish just after midnight It must be recognized that these eshates are 
almost impracticably coIlServative, and the pace at which such a schedule 
could be maintained would put an intolerable strain on both pedormers and 
spectators. Yet the records indicate that fifty-seven plays were performed at 
sixteen different stations. The procssional street-pageant staging of the 
York cyde has been too readily accepted without due consideraton given to 
the practical problems. (Rose 24) 

Rose also r e f d  to the "practical impossibility of performing the whole cycle at a number 

of statiotls in the compass of a day" (Rose 24) and suggested that 

since the York schedule shown eatlier for the station to station playing is 
scarcely practicable, the stations at some stage may have been used not as 
acting areas for pafonna~ce of the whole cycle, but rather as stopping places 
during the proassion at which each pageant presented its saw in tableau, 
(RQ= 25) 

Because Rose's subject was Wakefield and not YorIc, he pursued the topic no further in 

relation to Yo* but his questions fonned the essence of Nelson's argument. 

On December 29 1968, at the meeting of conference 53 of the Modem Language 

~ssociation~, Alan Nelson presented a papa which addnssed Rose's questions SCientificalIy 

by applying mathematics to detamine the question of how long the pedormance took. 

Nelson's formulas were based on the reasoning that not all plays in the cycle were e+y 

long before a play could advance, the station ahead had to be cleared of the ptay which was 

being @inmeti there He Hoposd a system of 'modified fke advancest in which the first 

play of the cycle advanced at tht rate of the longest play m the cycle, and each succcediag 

play then advanced as saw as it could. In a d d a t i o n  based on thir model, which 

accounted for the Iengths of all the plays, number of plays in the cycle, number of stations, 

and time rrqoirrd to move from one to the next, Nelson concluded 

lswey KaW warmill Mimacs of Conference 53" & s m T c c  
0 .  * 

12 (1969) 85-92. Beamse Kahrik article records the comments of 
multiple spealas, mctPal citations appear as foflows (speaker " C o n f i i  53" page) 
Ndsons papa was titIed "An itrtrodaction to Processional Playing A Systems Aaatysis of 
the Staging of Colprs chisti Plays, with Enqhsh on the Yo& Cycle". A revised version 
was published m 626 (Mky 1970) 303-320. 



if the Y e  cycle were begun at S : O  am. on Corpus Christi day, it would not 
be able to finish before 2: 15 a n ,  the next day .... me-processionaI staging 
cannot be tegarded as dramatidy convenient or as a natural way to permit 
a play to be viewed by a larger audience. It is in fact extraordinarily 
cumbersome. If the York cycle was performed during the daylight hours, 
then something must have been sacrificed: either the cycIe was not played at 
aIl stations, or not aU audiences saw all plays, or the plays were seen out of 
order, or at least not from beginning to end at aI l  stations. (Nelson 
"Conference 53" 87) 

To make sense of this cumbefSOme quality, Nelson suggested that 

a liturgical Corpus Cbristi procession, with pageant vehicles sporting 
tableaux vivmtts must have given rise to the plays. But since a dramatic 
production is totally and utterly incompatible with a liturgical processicm, the 
plays could only have been produced after the procession had fiakkd w had 
separated from the pageants. Thea, either the plays actually and awkwardly 
retained some processional charactaistics or we haw misunderstood and 
confused the evidence (Nelson "Conference 53" 88) 

Neison's chalEenge was the topic of intense discrrssion at tbat scmiaar: when the meeting was 

adjourned (far over its time limit), it was agreed only that "it was clearly necessary to go 

back and consider the probIem of perceiving the production as a whole" (KaW "Confezence 

In the 1969 MLA session4, AC. Cawley defended the traditional conception of the 

pageant wagons, asking for frcaher study of "the wagon in relation to the acting stations." 

alongside stable stationary scaffolds, which provided an enlarged playing space. (Cawfey 

"Seminar 17" 205) He concIudcd in refma to the title of his papa, that "the chruIar 

theatre is a mollsttonsly heavy machine which threatens to d other medieval fwns of 

'Stanley Kabrl and Sheila Lindtnbaum "Informal Mimxtes of Seminar 17" 
* .  - 13-14 (1970-71) 203-220. Becase this article records 

the comments of maltipIe spkers, textual citaritms appear as foIlows: ( spker  "seminar 
17" page). Cawley p m i m h d  a papa titled "Prrsentaton ofthe W-d Plays"; his 
~ m a t t h e S e S S i m ( ~ i n t h e m i r m t e c ) w a s a w ~ o n t b i s ~ t i t l e d  
~ ~ e ! a U t ~ a g o n ~ a s n s ~ ~ a f .  



AIan Nelson commented about his own pre-citculated paper on Wakefield: "the 

Wakefield cycle was probably produced in the round at a single station, and was probably 

not mounted in true processional fashion." (Nelson "Seminar 17" 214) In the paper itself he 

said of Yo& 

A detailed study of records fiom medieval York has convinced me that from 
at Ieast the middle of the fifteenth century, the phenomenon known as the 
York Corpus Christi play consisted of two distinct events presented on the 
same day. Beginning at 430 ~JIL a procession of pageants was shown 
through the streets of the town, each pageant stopping briefly before each of 
the twelve or more stations situated along the way. These pfocessional 
presentations must have been expository in nature, consisting of short 
speeches perhaps two or four stanzas in length. Beginning in the eariy 
afternoon, when the pracession was entirely ended, the plays h m  the 
dramatic cycle were presuited by the crafts to the worthies of the town, who 
were gathered with thEir guwts in the great hall of some private hall in Yok5 
(Nelson "Seminar 17" 203) 

Essentially, Nelson's uadcrstanding of the plays separated the elements of movement and 

performance: tht prousion was a display of nearly motionless pictures, a kind of 

advertisement for the full show, which was performed only once, privately. 

An interesting comment at the end of this seminar illustrates the growing rift in 

approaches to the past 

Upon the conclusion of Professor Nelson's remarks, Professor Potter 
rtsponded briefly to R o f a  Cawley's papex in turnu. that medieval 
producus may have b more willing to live with waste and inefficiency 
than we have been willing to concede. In response, Professor Cawley stated 
"Waste and inefficiency don't wony me, and I doubt if they worried medieval 
En- (Kahd and Linaenhaum "Seminar 17" 220) 

NeIson's aaiclc6 was publidmi in 1970. In it he concentrated on &momrating, by 

maas of the use of complicated mathematical formulas, that the form of staging which he 

defined as "true pIocessionalU (having at least two plays, at least two audiences, with plays 

5AIanNtIson The Wakefield Corpus Cbristi Play: Pageant Procession and Dramatic 
Cyclen 

- -  . 13-14 (1970-71) 209-233, 

6AlanNeison "Principles ofProccssid Staging: Yo& Cycle" 674 
@fay 1970) 303-320. 



arranged and played in serial order, to audiences aczsu~ged in saial order) was too imposslcbiy 

unwieldy a method to have been used in Yok  The article made M e  reference to the 

specific details of the text of the plays, the geography of the city or the Yo* records: it 

focussed upon the development of the fomdas which would enable the prediction of play 

movements. To those which he had discussed at the 1968 MLA conference, he added the 

of length of the longest play in the cycle, time nquind to move between stations (100 

lines), and time requind to set up a play which had arrived and was waiting (20 lines), 

concluding still that 

Even if the Yo& cycle begins promptly at five o'clock in the mming and the 
procession is omitted, and even if there is no hitch in an event encompassing 
576 separate dramatic presentations, the Iast play c a ~ o t  possfi1y finish at the 
last station before quarter past two the following morning- (Nehn 
"RiacipIes" 315) 

For the fint time, he a h  discussed what he termed "bunchingn, the practice of moving a 

group of two or wm d e r  pageants together as a block in order to even out variations in 

kngth? He UlQnattly discarded the idea on the logic that the grouping had to bt precisely 

equal to the length of the longest play: 

In the York cycle, the sum of plays 1 through 4 including pauses, is SO1 
lines, less than the longest play. The sum of plays 1 through 5 is 6% lines, 
more than tht longest play, even canting its journey. If play 1 begins at the 
nextstationeachtimeplay5eedsatthelast, then therest ofthe plays m the 
entire cyde will paform at each station at the same 6% h e  intends--. the 
primary disadvantage is that any such "bunchingw n o d y  results, as hae 
in a "composite" play longer than the longest play, and the additional lengt& 
wiU be reflected twelvefold in the total length of the productio~~ (Nelson 
TrincipIesw 3 14-3 15) 

This desire to make the plays or phy-segmeats uniform m length caused the apment to 

double back upon itsclE wcoaverSeiy, k q d h y  m length may be taken as partial evidence 

that a cycle was not intended for tmcpiocasod production." (Neison "Prindples" 309) 



begin with a long monologueL He assumed that 

om play rannot begin to paform the instant the preceding play fhishes 
Even if the play is on hand "waiting in tht wings," it must wait until the first 
play clears thestagearea,andthenitmustsetupitsown stageordraw up its 
pageant wagon. Another longer pause occurs as a play makes its way from 
one station to the next. (Nelson "PrincipIesn 307')' 

These pauses of 20 aad 100 lines acided significantiy to Nelson's totals and were not always 

justifiable. Nelson concluded that the irregularities in peSronnance time would "extend the 

full production beyond endurance" (NeIson "Principles" 306) and that in g e n d  "tnr- 

processional produdon does not nxommend itself as a method of staging a playw (Nehn 

"PriocipI~" 315), suggestbg instead that single-stage pedormance "is the rule in drama, and 

moa medieval plays w m  p e d o d  before only one audience-" (NeIson "Principlesn 3 16) 

The article did not explain this single Yo& paformance any fin-ther, stating only that 

It is necessary to abandon traditional pmap t ions  about the special nature 
of EngIish cycles and to engage in a comparative study of plays and 
pmssions hxn aII over England, including London, and h m  ComwdI, 
Scotland, France, ItaIy, Spain, Fhders, and Gemany- (Nelson "PrincipIesW 
317) 

Nelson's work dearly gave a tremendous boost to the development of mdieval drama 

scholarship: he pushed for the re-evaluation of old ideas and for the incorporation of 

continental evidence, an area sady lzrcking. While his formulas wac perhaps ovedy rigid, 

and not M y  enough based in textual and historical evidence, they did force the scholarly 

community to try to haghe the mechanics of re-creating a pmccsional cyck: a valuable 

exercise which stindated a great deal of firctha discussion and mearch, from which the 

Yo& cycle emerged as a unique foam of Orgmhtion and presentation, ratha than typical 

8An August 1995 PLS pocktion of the four Yodr Nativity plays in proassion 
demonstmted that these monologues may be begun as soon as the preceding play kkhes, 
to~tbetimreqttindtomovttbtprrcediPg~onawayandbringthemdwagontothe 
site. Additionally, mt an of the dial- of evay plaj needs to take place on the wagon; the 
adorsmay~atsmetleveIandmoveupwhenthewagonispepared. Manyoftheplays 
feature the theme of movement or jormwy and climax with a display- The movement of 
wagons must bavc invoIved a much more cornpiex and forgiving chore~geaphy than that 
NelsonemriSi- 



of medieval English drama 
0 0 

In 1971, a sizabIe portion of was occupied with studies of 

the York records, A new docwnent had surfd the I433 indenture of the York Mercers 

and their pageant-masters? The indenture provided "a definitive inventory of the propcnies 

of the pageantw (Johnston "Mercers 1433" 28), a listing of costumes, and some hints of the 

"colourful lavishness" of the Doomsday pageant. Margaret Domil, a student of Arthur 

Cawley's, provided a records study of the pageant of "The Coronation of the Vi~rpin"'~, which 

demonstrated that this pageant was uniquely favound with a small subsidy h m  the Mayor 

because 

Originally the responsiiiility for the pageant was sustained by the mayor and 
his brethren. .. It seems that by 1468, at the latest, the Mayor deiegatcd his 
responsibility to the InnhoIde s... the Mayor kept up his traditional 
anociaton with the play by giving the new producers a token subsidy of 2s. 
@omU "Coronation" 45) 

Both of these studies provided a new sense of historid development, of the legal and 

financial interactions between the citizens of Yo& which affected dr textwe and appearaace 

of the production over the years. 

In 1972, nearly all of - 0  

was given over to Yo&. Jobnston and 

~orreIl" collaborated on a detailed study of the Mercers' pageant which was based upon a 

new examination of the documents of the Mercers' company. It argued for processional 

performance by tracing the known details of the wagons' upkeep, appeamce and 

repIacement b m  1433 to 1526, including the fint conjectural sketch of the wagon, and 

Oanscdptions (with translations) of the patinexit documeots- This smdy removed tbe old 

misapprehension that the Mercers bad also been in charge of the Paternoster play: a re- 

9Alexandra F. Johnston and bkgaret Done11 "The Doomsday Pageant of the Yo& 
Mexcers, 1433" 

0 * 5 (1971) 27-34. 

ll.AlaraaQa Johnam ad Mqam Donell "The York Mercers and their Pageaut of 
-, 1433-1526" 

- - - 6 (1972) 10-35. 



examination of the Pageant-mastexst 1443 Ordinance under ultra-violet light revealed that 

the patincat passage had ken ova-written in the late nineteenth century so that "lx pat' 

noster-playn concealed the words " pair playn; simply. the Doomsday pageant with which 

the guild had always been aaociated 

Martin Stevens provided an articleU expanding on Nelson's ideas Assuming for the 

sam reasons that Neison did that the concept of professionaI staging was a "myth... based 

on some undigested ncords h m  York" (Stevens "Procession" 37). he proposed h t  

that the paformance of the late fourreenth c e n q  was different in ded, if 
not in basic form, fmn that which prevailed in the heyday of the craft cycles 
some 150 years later. Secondly- the possi'bility that the actuaI Wormance 
did not bear a very dose resemblance to tk surviving manusaipt. (Stevens 
"Rocmion" 43) 

Stevens' hypothesis was as follows: 

S o b  in the middle of the f n t h  century, the various trade guilds in 
York begau to -resent app@atc biblical scenes on pageant wagons which 
were drawn over a prcsaibed mute in the city as part of the Corpus Christi 
proassion. Beginning as tableaux vivants, these scenes gradually included 
a few spoken lines, but until at least 1426, they were not independent plays 
and they bore only a skeletal resemblance to the colIected pageants of the 
Yorkrrgister. Thtlanadidnotcomiatocxinaremtilthtsecondbalfof 
tbt fifteenth century, at which time the religious procession and the Corpus 
Christi play had dearly become established as separate events taking place 
on aMsecPtivc days A dramatic parssion continued to be heid on the day 
of the play with short emaments of scenes before the houses of bqesses 
who had paid for the plivilege. but m t h e  a longer or mon detailed version 
of som or aII of the cycle was given at the last stop on the route, the 
Pavemat, whexe the gclrral public gathaed Eventually, ,the major roles in 
this longer -00 - assumed by professionak The guilds continued to 
provide the pageant wagom, which wae  drawn into place as needcd to 
represent S& Q tht stationary pedonnance The play &If undoubtedly 
changed in substawe h m  year to year as guilds flourished and decIined. 
ThatknorrasonmbdievethatthtentirrcydeasprrsavedintbeMS was 
ever presented, but it seems dear that certain pageams - the Mercerst 
Judgement play, to cite one instance - wae included in each pedofmance. 
The scripts for the individual plays were prrsaved in manlsaip or in 



memory by the individual guilds. The register, in turn, was compiled by the 
city fathers in an early effort to collect and preserve archives of the city. 
(Stevens "Procession" 44) 

Stevens' mehod separated the variuus strands of evidence wbich were ordinarily tmderstood 

in reference to each other. Like the Register* which did not necessarily reflect any one 

specific performance. Buton's second list "does not reflect essential changes in @Id 

assig~lents and the dramacic substance of the procession. Nor does it, any more than the 

first list, descn'be the plays of the register." (Stevens "Recession" 52) Stevens also 

suggested the idea of "clusteringR, particularly in the case of the Nativity pageants, in which 

several pageants gathered to perfm a composite drama This gathering would have m c k i  

its greatest extent in what Stevens proposed as the "actual" standing performance on the 

Pavement. of wbich "the surviving register is, in fact, a somewhat idealized textw (Stevens 

"Recession" 52). The ratioc1211e for his idea was in evolutionary theory, the attempt to place 

the surviving cvideace ma chronoIogicaI scbm of gradually increasiug complexity in order 

to explain its exhmce Stevens wrote, 

the conjectured standing pedormauce at the Pavement could not have arisen 
suddenly but ratfier must have evolved over a period of years,, why is the 
manuscript divided into so many apparently self-sufficient pageants if the 
play was really one continuous dramatic performance? The answer..- lies in 
the evolution of the Cotpus Christi Play in York and in its underlying 
sponsorship. (Stevens "Procession" 5456) 

The rebellion against old assltmptions in this case incorporated one of the oldest 

Stevens' article was followed by a pair of articles by Margaret Dornllu. The first 

study was a presentation, in Latin with English translation, of the five documeats which rrfa 

to the procession and play Mine their sepamtion to different days in 1427. D d  argued 

that before 1427, the procession, although held on the same day as the plays, was a separate 

event which preceded the plays. Rtgarding the A/Y book, which Nelson had argued 

indicated a procession fdowkg the play because the torch list foIIows the Orrlo Pagirummr, 



Qlristi celebration because the procIamation, which was entend lasf was issued on the vigil 

of the feastw (DorreIl Two Studiesw 70) Even the Mayor's party, which was recorded as 

canying torches in the @on and watching the play from the Common Hall, could 

manage to do both: 

By 43 Matim and Mass could have been said in Holy Trinity and the torch 
beatus could then have set off just as the titst pageant began to play at the 
first station. The religious procession would then have had an unimpeded 
p r o p s  to the Minster and then to St Leonard's. Even allowing for a 
ceremonious leaving of the Host in the Minster, the whole procession need 
not have taken more than an hour (until 530 30). The progress of the first 
pageant was meanwhile much slower since it had to stop along the route to 
perfom The first pageant did not reach the eighth station along the route at 
the Common Hall until 6 . a  am, they would have had ampie tim to retum 
to the Common Hall before the pageant arxived. 

Domil thus argued for a separate and unrelated p d o n  preceding the play, which of 

course would have been much more practical than Nelson's modd bcoluse the play's length 

would not have intedered with the much-f- ProQsSion. 

The second article addressed Nelson's challenge to processional staging. Dad 

again based her argument upon ttaasca'bed records uaract$ which indicated that "the council 

intended that the play &odd be completed m a singIe day, and that by playing at a limited 

number of statioas and by exercising a l I  possible s p e d  between stations, the pafonning 

crafts w a e  able to accomplish this." ( D o d l  "Two Studies" 88) In her examinaton of the 

stations, Dorrell explained that the route was established by long aadition (and provided a 

map thereof); that the City p f i t e d  by leasing stations for paformauce as is evident in 

&g records h 1454-5 to 15767; that these revenues f d  in the sixteenth century as 

a R s U l t ~ f t h t ~ c c o e o ~ c d c c I i n e o f Y d s f o m m s ~ r s a ~ g ~ e ~ t r e a n d  thatatthe 

first station, the Common clerk had tbe assigned duty of keeping the ngista. Having 

established these points, D o d l  then presented a reconstNCtion of the paf~rmatlce in 

pcession which was based upon the toposraphy of the York strrcts. H a  forrnuIa dB& 

fhm Nelson's in the foRowing ways the time between stations allowed by Nehn was 100 

time for negotiating coma and DonrIl found that three of these trips took only two 



minutes, three took dna, two took four. and thee took five. Additionally, the twenty lines 

which Nelson counted as set-up time w a t  Meted since the monologues which p r e k  many 

of the plays could have been begun the moment the previous play ended and continued while 

their own pageants were being set up. Fay the first per fon~~~ce  was assumed to have 

begun at 4:30 am. rather than 5.00 a.m. Domll's calculations showed that 

actors in every pageant except 1,5,9,10,11,18,26 and 31 had short breaks 
afta they reached the station at which they were to pedorm next. Thae were 
breaks for the audiences, except at statioa I. between pageants 4 and 1 8  aed 
9.9 and 10.10 and 11.17 and 18,Z  and 26. It should also be noted that 
although many pageants wen delayed between stations because of a long- 
playing station ahead of them, the dculations show that at no time w a e  
thae more than two pageants waiting between any two stations.... If it began 
at 430 asl on Corpus Christi day and, if the crafts obeyed the instructions 
about moving as quickly as possible between stations, the last pageant would 
finish playing at the last station at about twenty-nine minutes past midnight. 
( D o d  Two Studiesw 98) 

Donell's ~ o n s  demoastratcd that an actor might possibly play three parts, thus making 

the injunction against that practice a sensible one and they coofinned that the Fergus play 

wodd indeed have been played afta dark. She conc1uded "the records show that the 

pedonnance was a spoken one, and imply that each pageant was pafcrmed at each station." 

(Donell T w o  Studies" 101) 

~tcvens" responded to Dad in a shon postsaipt which was included in the sam 

issue. He accused Dondl of having addres& the cycle only afta 1426, and of not 

explaining or attempting to explain the mechanics of how the cycle and ptocession got 

cycle. Stevens cxiticized her atid because "we are Ieft with no more spedfic a notion of 

how the Yodr play developad ad no clear picture of the sequence of events- than we ever 

had." (Stevens "Postscriptw 113) DomII's reW to thcorip on the relations of play and 

proctssion was significant because "Every historian of the drama bows that the Corpus 

Chdsti pIay gmv out of the religious ploccssim" (Stevens "Postscdpt" 114 italics mine); to 

ignore this relationship must have j d  the assumptions of a schooI of thought raised on 



Chambers. Young and Craig. Stevens' approach was built upon hypothesis, DorreII's was 

based on records. 

Nelson published again in 1972'~~ stating much more cautiously: 

It may be doubted whether true-processional technique was ever extensively 
employed. Nevertheless, from York and other cities come records which 
point to sornetbing very much Wre hwprocessioaal productions.... Still, we 
may pesmit d v e s  to search for possl'ble alternatives which could account 
for the processional characteristics of certain extant plays, particulariy the 
Corpus Christi plays. (124-125) 

The remainder of this essay was a discussion of the use of loctcs and platea staging 

convention in the N-Town plays and bore little relation to the York controversy* other than 

to demonstrate that it caused the reexaminaton of the other plays, with the eventual result 

of an increased appreciation of York's unique, rather than exemplary nature. 

The controversy amacted another voice in 1973 when James Hoyr6 published a 

summary of his dissertation. Hoy proposed several aItematiyes for staging the cycle, 

although he conceded that the! records evidence did not support any: he suggested that several 

days m y  have been taken for a processional performance at aII stations; or that the plays 

may have been grouped and played contiaually at separate stations whilt the audience 

processed past each; or that the plays were presented in dumb show on the wagons and 

gathered for a fiaai perf~~ma~lce at one fixed location such as the Pavement. He concluded 

b-, "despite the many actvantages that a b d  staging in the k~ement ~ d d  had, 

the records preponderantly rule for pfocessional staging with each play being pnsented at 

each station." (Hoy "Staging T i w  17) According to Hoy's calculation, this would have 

raken Nfrom~toaImosttwenty-fomhoprs",andyetthiF~&play~uldbb 

thematically effective: 

'SAlan NeIscm "CoPfigurations of Staging in Medieval English Draman in Jerome Taylor 
andAIanNelsoneds& . . 

(Chicago 
and London, 1972) 1 16-147. 

. * 
%nes F. Hoy of Emporia 
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Doomday would have been extremely effective if p e d o d  at sunrise or 
with the red glow of the sunrise L the background. The cycle of God's 
world, from the dawn of W o n  to the dawn of tbe day of Final Judgement; 
the cycle of the natural day, from Nnrise to sunrise, and the cycle of plays, 
h m  the creation and fhil of man to the dawn of his new salvation, would al l  
have reached their cuMnation in tk IiW dawning of the new day - and in 
the figural dawning of tbe possibility of a new lifc (Hoy "Staging T i "  18) 

Hoy pubIished again in 1973". pointing out that since the mutts of the York Corpus Christi 

play and procession were quite distinct born one another, the play could not have evolved 

from the procession, and the proasion would not have held up the play's performance. He 

went so far as to suggest that "the proassion and the plays may even have been and 

distinct at their inceptions." (Hoy "Relationship" 168) 

~lexaadra ~obaston" pub- a fbrther analysis of the records of the separation of 

play and pTOCeSSion after 1426. In 1426, Fdar William Melton preached a sermon which 

raged that the play should be separated h m  the strictly religious procession; as a result, the 

people of Yo& held a public meeting and decided that the play should be played on the day 

before the feast of Corpus Chisti, and the procession proceed on the day itseK It had been 

assumed until this point that 1426 therefore marked the point at which the play and 

proasion did in fa separate into events held upon successive days. Johnston challenged 

the long-held assumption that this decision actually represented the aatt of a&rirs fbm 1426 

onward by demonstrating that despite the record of the Commons' decision, the stwiving 

donarrots do not indicate any separation of events until at least 1468, w h  the Mayor paid 

for a semen prradwd the day aha Corpus Chdsti; the records for that year also show that 

the play was pafomwl. as usual, on tbt day of C o p  Christi itseK From 1476 onward (the 

date h m  which the surviving House Books kgin), it is dear that the procession took place 

on the day after the Feast of Corpm Chis& with the lone exception of 1481, when 

m ~ t h t C o u n d a i e d t o ~ f u l f i n o n p a a e d b y t h e i r ~ f i f t y - ~ y c a r s  

F. Hoy Wn the ReIaSionsbip ofthe Corpus Christi Plays to the Corpus Christi 
Recession at Y& -712 (1973) 166468. 

t8AIexlmdra Johnston "Iht R o c d o n  and Play of Colpm in York a€&r 1426" 
* * 

7 (1973-1974) 55-62. 



earGerern (Johnston "Procession" 59) This realization highlighted the fact that the City 

Council and the Commons in York did not always work in common; the CounciI controlled 

the plays, and despi!e the pious intent of the Commons, the Council retained the use of 

Corpus Christi day itself for the more commercially viable pageants. Johnston concluded: 

To assume that after 1426 the York Corpus Christi pIay took place on a 
different day fiom the procession of Corpus Christi is c M y  invalid...- On 
the bas is oft he do cum en tar ye^. itcau bestatedthat until 1468atthe 
eariiest the proceSSion of Corpus Cbristi and the pIay of Corpus Chrisci were 
probabIy two separate events taking place in the city of York on the day of 
the feast (Johnston "Processionn 59) 

This conclusion affected Stevens' criticism of Dorrell's work; what she had proposed as a 

likely reconsrmction until 1426 was now acceptable until at least 1468. 

Stanley KaM's book'9, which was in the publicafion proms long before Johnston's 

1973-74 article appeared, added another v d o n  to the staging theory. This was a 

compromise between the 'true processional' and 'tableaux vivants' camps: 

SupposethattkCorpusChdsti~beganwitheverypageantwagon 
in order as we have them.... at five in the morning. Suppose that the 
procession advanced until all the stations were occupied by a pIay, and that 
the procession then halted, at which time every pageant acted out its bit in 
full, having simply mimed it up until that point When all had finished, all 
would move on. (Kahri Traditions 45) 

This state of affairs, he thought, would have been in effect tmtiI 1426, after which poinf the 

plays wodd have been free to increase m size - longer plays, esl#ciaay those of the York 

Re;tlist, would thus have been developed a f k  1426. 

N e l s o n ' s b o o k ~  ~c, . 

published in 1974, also exhibited the effects of having alnady gone to pnss while Johnston's 

and DoneIl's tesearch articles were appearing- Nelson began with an attack upon ICoIve's 

approachwhichcdtici#dbimforpcmritcingnfdanalysis ofeadyvtinaculardrama[to 

=AhNelson -: : . * 
m c a g o  

d Londor~ University of Chicago Ress, 1974) 



take] precedence over an inquiry into historical fact", (Nelson 8) and the hypothesis 

that: 

fifteenth century English dramatic cycles developed out of fourteenth ceatury 
festival processions. A corollary of this argument is that the docuinal 
reladoaship of the Corpus Christi dramatic play to the feast of Corpus Christi 
is almost entirely incidental. (Nelson 9) 

This book was based upon Nelson's attack on the theory of 'true-processional' stagiag. His 

discussion of tbe concept was largely a recapitulation of his earlier article on the subject; in 

his chapter on York rhe alternative understanding permitted by the dhissal of proGessional 

staging was more thmugldy developed. The first argument was based on the NY 

Memorandum book, in which the 1415 List first descrr'bes the pageants, and then lists the 

torches to be carried in the processioa Following Martin Stevens, who also iead the order 

of the list as indicative of the order of events of the &y, Nelson argued 

If the guilds had presented dramatic pageants at each of twelve or more 
stations along the ptocessional route, the chief citizens of York could not 
have begun their march until late in the day and would then have been forced 
to remain at the d of tb march for some six hours while the pageants still 
performing ahead of them made their ponderous way through the city. 
(Nelson 39) 

The pageants d e s c n i  must then have been other than those contained in the text short, 

static displays containing ody fragments of dialogue. 

A cycle of actions such as this, presented at many stations, may in some 
sense be regarded as true-pxesional drama The "plays" must have been 
extremly brief, however+ quite unlike the half-hour long plays in the Passion 
seqnexicc of the extaut York cycle manuscript. (Nelson 40) 

The necessary outcome of this argument was the proposal that tbe SUNiving text in the 

Register repmats a second cycle which wuId only have been performed once at a single, 

stationary laation. 

We are forced to tbe concitmtsion therefore, that in the course of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth cczltmies York had two distinct Co'pus Chtisti plays: the 
processi011ofpagtantsmtbeaathaad;and~dtamaticcyclton~other~ 
The cycle must have been presented at a single site within the city a f k  the 
C(WChlSimofthtpageantproccssion.(Nelson~42) 



The documents which refa to a 'play' then, must be read as referring to either one or the 

other of these events: 

Though the play and pfocession are lliimed separateiy in this proclamation, 
the play must be understood as the procession of pageants within the 
ecc:l-d procession. (Nelson 43) 

Nelson argued that the pedormance of the text containing the York cyde was stationary, as 

were those of the now-lost Creed and Pater Noster plays. Afier their accompanying 

prarsSons, these pedormances were presented indoors, exclusively for the worthies of the 

town, in the chamber of the Common HaIl gates (rather than upon the Pavement). Nelson 

based this hypothesis upon the logic that if the dramatic cycle came after the plocession, it 

could not have begun until late morning or noon and must have lasted until near midnight; 

"the c o d  of the mayor and aldennen would be b e m  served where weather could be no 

concern and hunger could be relieved by a sumptuous fcast even during the course of the 

play." (NeIson 78) Even the mechanical difficulties raised by the introduction of an 

ass into the plays of A b r h  and Isct(tc, l7ie night &o Egypt and Thc Entry into Jemdem 

were insignificant 

It is not impossible that a reaI ass was brought indoors for the mormance: 
an ass is a M e  mature which might easily have been led in on these three 
occasions. On the other hand, it is conceivable that a fabricated beast was 
used in place of a real one. (Nelson 79) 

This indoorperf~lllli~~e would have ken the final product of a gradual evoIutioz~' "perhaps 

it was not until tk 1450's or even the 1460's that thar cycle as a whole was paformed in the 

chamber." (Neison 77) The book went on to examine the other records of English 

religious drama, arguing in geaaal that the pmcessional staging model was inco~fect, the 

mytbical product of flawed eadier scholarship- Just as Yo& had once semd such histow 

s~asmexemplarymodelof~o~staging,soitonceagainbecamtht~ 

to the vision of medieval English drama as a whole- By aDtadting this idea, Nelson raised 

new gocstio~~ connerning nrpdieval audiences aud the pnrposcs of their dranm One of the 

eventual effects of Ndson's attempt to use tk Yo& records in or&r to attack the idea of 

~ ~ s t a g i n g ~ t h e ~ g p z c c P t i o n t h a t t h t ~ o f Y o & w a s ~ ~ r a t h c r t h a n  



exemplary and a resuItant movement toward more specific studies of individual geographical 

areas and away firom general studies of English medieval drama as a whole. 

Nelson's analysis ofthe Yo& documents was rebutted by Alexandra ~ohoston~' in her 

review of the volume, Of the AN Memorandum book, she said: 

This argument, based on the order of entries in the Memorandum Book, is 
somwhat w u  however, by the fact that the Rodamation of the play 
follows immdiarely afta the torch list The Rodamation bears the heading 
"A.ocIamcio ludi corporis &ti facienda in vigilia corporis cristi". This 
event then, the third in the order of the manuscript, was actually the first 
event of the Corpus Christi debrations taking place the day before the play 
and procession. (Johnston "review of Nelson" 239) 

Johnston pointed out a number of haccmcies in Nelson's use of the records and provided 

charts of al l  tht evidence of station lists aad chamber rentals surviving from 1433 - 1561. 

much of which was u n p u b W  at the time. The logic of placing an entire cycle's 

paformanre in the rented (and probably cramped) quartas recarded was questioned, "since 

the Mayor and Corporation had the use of the adjacent Common Hall h e  of charge." 

(Johnston "review of Nelson" 245) Finally, Johnston noted that Nelson had ignored the 

evidence concerning John Uak, who was paid to monitor the plays of the Re- at the 

It seems from tht amount of food wine or wages provided, that the Common 
Clerk or his deputy spent the whole day at the gates of Holy Trinity, 
Micklegak, acting as offldal monitor upon the text of a play that was bdng 
performed, Professor Nelson wodd have us believe, a brisk fifken minute 
walk away aaoss the river, (Johnston "review of Nelsonn 247) 

The documentary evidence, she conduded, "is simply not conclusive. The accountants of 

Yo& were not concerned with tratlsmitting information to postedty, but rather with 

balancing their books-" (Johnston, "reyiew of Nelson" 245) 

This review was followed very soon by the publication of an edition of the Ordo 

'.'Alarrmdra F. Johnston, rev. of by Alan Nelso~  
PfT- (1974) 238-248. 



Paginarm gathaiag of the AN Memorandum BWP, and a subsequent notep correcting 

errors in Lucy TouImin Smith's transcription of the Ordo Pagiruvunr Domll pointed out 

the fact that these misreadings had distorted attempts to compare the Ordo to the rrgister. 

the corzected readings accord more closely with the Rgisterrd pageants, and 
firtthennore the additions to Burton's notes on the Carpenters' pageant aUow 
speculation about the date of the revision of the Resumction text and the 
compilation of the register of the York Corpus Christi Play. (Dorrell 
-gsw 4) 

In 1975, Johnston assembled and examined the ncords of the missing Cried and 

Pater Noster play?. In part, this article was published with the intention of defending the 

.true processionaI" podmion for each of these plays which, as for the Corpus Christi play, 

"Miss Dorren has clearly demonstrated,. was played at various stations throughout the aty, 

each episode being mounted by a single guitd or combination of guilds on a pageant 

wagoaw3 (Johnston "Creedw 56) In the case of the Creed play, she quoted the nwne side 

of the 1449-5 1 account roll of the Corpus Qlristi guild, which stipulated the conditions of 

pafofm~tllce of this play, stating that it 

was to be played every ten years "in various places (iim varijs locis) of the said 
city of York" to audiences gatberrd together in these places. The play was 
to be financed by "dsdan locis inhabita~tes,~ thc Witants at these places 
Here is a strong indication that the Creed play, like the Corpus Qisti play. 
was "tme processionalw in its performance- It is pmbabIe that the "various 
placesn were the twelve familiar stations of the civic play. (Johnston "Creedn 
60) 

Providing a chart which tabulated the articles of the Creed with tht iconographic sans with 

-%artin Stevens and M&garet Doncll The Ordb P a g h w n  Gathering of the YorkA/Y 
MemorOndum Book" 72 (August 1974) 45-59. 

FMargam DorrrIl The But&& Saddlers' and Caqmkd Pageants: Miseadings of 
the Yo& Or&" 13:I (Scptembcr 1975) 1-4. 

HAIexanQa Johnston The Plays of the Religious G d d s  of Yorlr: The Creed Play and 
tbt Pafa NOSter Play" 50 (Jaa~ary 1975) 55-90. 

2 5 J o b n s t o n ~ t o ~ ~ " T w o S t a d i e s o f t h t Y o d r C o r p ~ C h r i s t i P l a y "  - .  6 ( 1 6 )  63-1 11, discussed above. 



which they were traditionally Johnston argued that the Creed play borrowed its 

wagons and most props from the civic guiids. 

The treatment of the Pata Noster play reiterated the significant discovery that the 

chartthy and minute book of the Yo& Mercers, which appear& to suggest that the Macas  

war responsiile for the Pats N o w  play, turned out to contain nineteenth century over- 

writing. As a resuIt, "any speculati0 n... concerning the involvement of the Marm in the 

Patex Nostcr play as producers is invalid" (Jobnston "Creedn 70) As in the case of the 

Coqus Christi and Creed plays, Johnston argued for a public and ptocessional pesfonnance. 

this play, like the others, was a didactic tool., To fulfill the original papose 
of the play it would have to be played openly and publidy. Furthennore, the 
minutes of 1558 mdicate that every effort was made to advertise the play by 
the crying of the banns- Such advertising would hardly be done for a private 
pedormance. (Jobnston "Creedn 73) 

Johnston agreed with M.D. Anderson repding the possible content of this play, who bad 

suggested that each scene of the piay was based upon one of the petitions of the Lorss 

Prayer and its corresponding deadly sin. The records of the demise of each piay w m  

carefblly examined; she concluded 

The Creed play and the Pater Noster play both w a r  conceived as didactic 
instnrmentsforthecmeofsouls. TheybeganasthepropatyoftworeIigious 
guilds in Yo& and ended as paas of the great dramatic trilogy... controIled 
by the municipality- ifthe argument for "true pnreSsionaIm staging of these 
plays .... is accepted, then it is clear that the people of Yo* were deeply 
committed to these plays, sharing in their production in a very reaI way. It 
was pahaps the iavoivement of the aaft @Ids which encomaged the city 
council to p a d d y  r a d ~ a ~ l y  more and mwt civic responsibility for these 
plays. (Johnston "Creedw 80) 

The article coatabed tmsa@iom of aII documents pataining to both plays, some 

previously unpubIished. 

The Records of Early English hama pmject at the University of Toronto was the 

rtltimate of the minute -on of original records docmnents caused by the 



staging controversy. The project published its fim n e w s l e d  in 1976. announcing its 

fomatio~ goals and methods. Alexandra Johnston was appointed Executive Editor. and 

with Margaret D o d  Rogerson, co-editor of the two-volum York records. The purpose 

of the project was to make publicly avaiIab1e "primary research took for the writing of 

histories of eady theatre, music and pubhc entertainments., stiU largely unlisted and 

mcoIlected... [or] edited, often iPacclaatcly and selectively, ,. scatted through many miwr 

journals and records series- (Dutka "Introduction" I) Dudng the next thra years, the project 

genaafed a number of d d e s  about dramatic activities in Yo* which were based upon the 

primary sources uncovered through the activity of collection. 

In the first issue of the REED Newskna, ~ohnstoa~ also pubbhed a previously 

unknown printed broadside from 1570 which descriibcd and defended the Yule tiding at 

York. This ceremony, manned at winter solstice, featurrd two riders called Yule and 

Yuk's wife and children crying after them. A 1572 letter by the Ecclesiasticai Commission 

to the C o d  of the City of Yo& which d e d  for the riding to be stopped, was exp1ained 

as refening not to 'pagan' licentiouslless, but to a survival of Catholicism, 

In January 1976, Parrla Lazar pubiisbed a tmmcription and traaslation of the sermon 

"prologue" to tht ordinances of the Yo& Corpus Cbristi Guild? because this text was not to 

be included in the REED YO& volume? Lozar argued tbat members of the trade guilds and 

of the Coqus Chdsti guild were essentiaUy drawn h m  the same group of people, despite 

the faa that the Corpus Christi Guild was separate 6rom the plays and that the contents of 

the sennoas might thedore be wfd in understanding the plays. The sermon, like the 

aJoarma Dutka tlntroductionW R E D  N- 1 (1976) 1. 

~AIexandra Johnston "Yule in YorL" N- 1 (1976) 2-9. 

%daLozartnms Tk 'Pn,Iope'to the Ordiaances ofthe York Corpus Cbristi Guild" 
1:l (1976) 94-113. 

5 z a r  a i g m a t i d y  noted "AX. J o b n  (Executive Editor, REED), pefsonal 
Coarmtrnido~~'' The ProIogoe was not hrIuded k*ms the GuiId of Corpus Chdsti was 
not hr01ved m the produdon ofthe plays, and thus fen outside the guidelines &cting 
mntrrialr to those rrlating to dnrmat-c pcodndon. 



cycle. is historical in scope. but unlike the plays, it uses a verbal mode of logical analysis, 

rather than the more emotionally affective visual mode. 

Johnst011's work with the Yo& records produced a careful redefinition of the roles of 

the Guild and Recession of Corpus ~hrissi'~. F m  "the Guild of Corpus Christi never at any 

time had anything to do with the Corpus Christi play. That great dramatic production was 

in the bands of the city council and the craft guilds." (Johnston "Guild and Procession" 373) 

The GuiId, which was fmded in 1408, was predated by the procession by at least twenty 

years (the proasion is first mentioned in the York Memorandum Book, 8 May 1388). 

Regarding Nelson's aad Stevens' &on that the processionaIly-staged play was untenabIe 

if @came?) it had pmeded the procession, she argued that "the sacrament was coIlSeCfated 

in the Priory of Holy Trinity and cazried through the streets as the first event of the Corpus 

Christi debrations and was foI1owed by the play performed from the pageant wagons of the 

craft guilds." (Johastoa "Guild and Procession" 377) Her conclusions were: 

The procession of Corpus Cbristi in Yo* was begun befote the Guild of 
Corpus Christi was &IisbEd and continued after it had been abolished. For 
the fim half of tbt Me of the Guild, h m  1408-1477, the Guild gradually 
assumed a p k  of hoaour and prominence within the procession. This place 
it held for thc second half of its life from 1477-1547. Yet at no time did it 
control the procession. Its participation was limited to honouring the 
sacrament and q d a t h g  its member priests within the prOCCSSion. From 
first to Lass, it was tk city c o d  of Yo& who ordered and controiled t&e 
procession as part of its lavish celebration of the feast of Corpus Christi. 
(Johnston "Guild and Procession" 384) 

Johnston's work prodactd a growing sense of the structure of power relations in mtdievai 

of members of the Merrers' Guild. 

Douglas Cowling wrote about the liturgical celebration of Cbqms christi3' This was 

the GuiId of Corpus &isti's ESPOIB&~I~~~ and it was a civic and parochial event, separate 

31Aleximdra F. Iobnston "The Gpild of Corpas Christi and the Recession of Corpus 
Christi in Yo&" 33 (1976) 372-384, 

%ugh Cowbg The Liturgical Celebration of Corpus Cbristi in Medieval York" 
R E D  N m  1 2 (19%) 5-1 1. 



from both the monastic and cathedral celebrations of the day, and from the pageant 

p d o n  in which the plays wac performed. During the paid when this civic ceIebration 

occumd on the same day as the plays, they remained separate events with different 

schedules and routes. After sketching out the IikeIy route and schedule of this profession, 

Cowling concluded: 

We cannot over-emphasize the f a  that the liturgical procession a d  the 
pageant pmccssion were separate enti ties.... Both pzocessions honoured 
Corpus Christi, but neither was dependant upon the other. (Cowling 8-9) 

Margaret Rogason ( n k  DorreU) provided external evidence for the dating of the 

~ e & ,  which placed its prepamtion at a later date than was previously believed She 

speculated about a date "well into the last quarter of the fifteenth centuryw declaring "It is 

possible that the bulk of the Register had been completed by 1501." (Rogemn "Datingw 4) 

Alexandra Johnston provided a bibliography for tbt Yde broadside, two new early 

Rferences to plays in Yo& (a 1370 chktmas interlude, and a 1376 will which mentioned 

playbooks), and refamas to pafomvrs hired by the Minster to help celebrate the fi?asts of 

St. Wfiam and Pentecost, Amat F. c_lrambasU expiored the relations of the vicars choral 

of the Yodc Minster Cathedral, through thdr ownaship of two tileries, with the 

paformances of the TIIemakers. He found a wmpIex and ever-changing pattern of relations 

in which the vicars choral were conaibutors, &st on a very dose basis, and then after 1422 

when the play was combined with those of several otha guilds, on a more formal basis He 

also located a participant who may have liaLcd both organizations: Robert Skurueton, a 

clerk and proctor who w;ls also a fleseUer and who pedormPA the job of pageant-master in 

1426-27. 

F. ChambQs "The vicas choral of York hbser  and the T i l W  Corpus 
Christi Pageant" BEE-Q 2: 1 (1977) 2-9. 



Margaret ~oge f son ~~  provided more details of the production's financing in 1978. 

She found that the guilds drew h d s  for their pageants from five posnble sources: annual 

cona%utioas h m  members, annual contributions b m  non-members who ptactised the aaft 

( o h  siwcillltly bigher than for members), special payments by new members entaing 

the guild or members taking the rank of master, a fraction of fines levied on idkhgements 

of aaft ordinances, and fees from other guilds which did not own pageants. In al l  of these 

arrangements, she noted 

the intenst the City Council took in this practical matter of hce.,. the - .  
civic -on exercised considerabIe control over the sources of 
pageant funds. AU craft ordinances had to be ratified by the Mayor and 
Council. These ordinances included instructions for yearly p a m t s  to the 
pageant fund from mmbers, for payments of money from fines and special 
paymmu for enay as master or full member of the craft. (Rogason 
"Practical Coasiderations" 99) 

Her study revealed a netwodc "of amreing complexityn which was designed to keep the plays 

going on a vay practical basis, and emphasized again, the City ComciI's control of their 

In 1978 Meg T w y d  publisbPA an important study of the paformance locations 

which added significantly to the information available in Litma J. Mill's 1951 article. The 

high point of the article was the chart which concluded it, in which Twymss placed the 

hdda of each station for eod, bunvn perfonnume, more than 200 paople over nearly 200 

years. By locating the stations as specifically as possible, she drew a number of inmesting 

mnciusions: the stations earIier on the route were consistently more poptdar at first; later, 

those toward the end increased in popularity. 

at the beginning of our paid people were more certain of getting thtir 
mmy's worth at the beginning of the mute than at the end.., the Pavement 
was considered a bad investment became the time schedule for the phying 
of pageants mold fail behind and, kpentIy lacL of day' blacked out a fair 

3 1 ~ R o g a s o n  The York Corpus Ctaisti Pky: Some Practical Details" . . 10 (1978) 97-1 06. 

%kg Twycross "'PW to hearthe phyf pageant stations at York, 13981572" 
N M  3 2  (1978) 10-33- 



number of the pageants at the end of the sequence. (Twycross "Places" 18) 

Secondly, she noted that a l l  of the houses which could be identified were on the left-hand 

side of the road: 

If audience scaffolds were on both sides of the road, to keep turning a heavy 
cart around so as to face them would be extremely awkward. If they are aU 
on the same side of the road, this does not arise. The cart can, morw,ver, hug 
the right-hand kerb (or gutter* in many cases) and give the audience 
maximum room to dispose themselves, standing or sitting. (Twycross 
"Places" 20) 

Her work also pointed out many of the problems related to interpreting information in the 

records: folk so faded that readings could only be obtained under ultraviolet light, 

permutations of spelling, untraceable namec househoIders who might have moved, separate 

individuals who had the same names at the satue time, variations of method in recording the 

information. The task was obvioudy difficult, but its reward was in the "illusion of 

becoming part of a whole late-medieval urban community, closely related by tics of 

fdendship, trade and bickering, motivated by piety and profit." (Twycross "Places" 14) 

The REED Yo& volumes appeared in 197937. They prrsented an impressivdy solid 

collection of evidence about dramatic activities in the city of York. Ecdesiastid dramatic 

activities, and those of the surrounding counrryside were not included; they were to be later 

presented in a volume on Ymhhk.  They did include records from the Guild of C o p  

cJlristi~PaterNoster~theMezcer~'~d~grrildsinw1vedinthe~Christi 

play, records of royal visits, occasional wills and court records mentioning players: a 

potpourri of original docmmetation aumakly t ranscn i  dated according to modern 

practice and chronologicaIly organizeQ dong with traoslations of aU non-English 

docmnmts, glossaries, subject and place & m indexes, and an inaoduction which briefly 

sketcbcd out Yodc's role in national events, the organization of its civic govemment and of 

its craft and religious guilds. The most obvious thing which thc v1)1umes did not include, 

however, was any interpretation of, or cwmnentary on rhc records; an cditotial history of 

37Alexadra Johnston and M a r p e t  Rogason eds & 
(Toronto: Univesity of Toronto Press, 1979) 
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drama in York The editors wished to present the documents neutrally in order to make a 

long-standing conmbution to scholarship, rather than one marked by the controversies of a 

particular perid3' The Introduction stated: 

No attempt has been made to interpret the documents. We have published 
elsewhere detailed arguments of our conclusions about the York cycle, the 
procession of Corpus Christi and the Creed and Pater Nester plays. Our 
c o r n  here is to provide sufficient historical and bibfiographical context to 
allow others to undernand and interpret material which can be, in itself, 
laconic and ambiguous These documents are not a history of drama, 
minstrelsy and cerewmial as such; they are memoranda, minutes of council 
meetings, accounts, letters, wills, ordinances, and legal contracts which touch 
upon and illumine praEtices of long-standing custom and ceremony. 
(Johnston and Rogerson REED: Yo& ix) 

The REED project began in York, in the controversy surrounding processional staging, but 

it was vastly more ambitious in scope: it proposed to colIect a l l  the dramatic records for al l  

the counties in England Thus the decision to withold commentary was directly linked to the 

idea that it would be more appropriate to write such a commentary h m  the perspective that 

the completed collection w d d  provide. The York records, hving finally been thoroughly 

explored, transcn'bed, researched and organized, presented a paradox rather than making 

the past more knowable, they mde it less d&nite. "Although they are volrmrinous, they are 

also hgumtaxy, p d g  some practices in tedious repetition while mentioning others 

only once, leaving room for sgedai01t" (Johnston and Rogerson m: Y& xv) Errata 

discovered post-publication were printed in 198d9. Name-spcIling presented a great 

challenge, and provoked a retbinldng of policy: 

REED- tries to dctcnnim fonns from examples in the same entry wherever 
possible-. we shoald mver again print in the text a reading we are unsure of 
bur, instead, make suggestions in tht footnotes and enhotes- providing 
end-notes and index entries of amct  variant spellings of the same name. 
(Johnston "Ermta" 38) 

REEDS work and the use of records was discussed at a Colloquium held in the fall 

3"personal commuuicasion with Alexandra J o h n ,  who sPperviscd this dissertation. 

391Uexandra Johnston "Em& in Yo# m%m kl(l980) 3538. 



of 1978 at the University of ~omato~.  Peter Meredith discussed the Ordo and the M m a s '  

~ndeature?' He emphasized that the Ordo was the document fbm which the billets were 

annually issued and that its many corrections aad rewritings indicated a desire on the part of 

the civic authorities to keep it mmt, Meredith reworked some of the knottier mechanical 

problems of the Mercers' Indenture, suggesting that it descr i i  a "wagon with a box-fram 

superstrum surmounted by an iron-- heaven containing a 'wheel' to olny the mpes 

which raise God to the roof of the pageant" (Meredith "Item" 48). He concluded "I have 

become more and more convinced of the need for reliable editions, not only of that material 

which has not yet been published but also of much of that which has, so that the paiPstaldPg 

i n w o n  which I spoke of at the btginning can be undertaken with confidence in rather 

than suspicion of the texts from which one i s  working." (Mefedit& "Item" 50) 

Martin Stevens provided an initid analysis of the REED York volumes4 in which 

he urpaimnted with 

tht khds of questions that can now be answered confidently, thoroughly and 
eficiently through the appmtus and the rest of the Yo& records.... [and] the 
impiications that can be drawn from the reading of dramatic records, both for 
what they tell us of the cultural milieu that they chronicIe and for what they 
signify to the literary critic. (Stmns "Initialn 160) 

By examining the series of events dustaed around the annual pcdonnance which the 

documents recorded for the years 1550-1600, Stevens' application revealed that "the order 

and responsiBility for plays M d  widely from year to year and the notion that the rrgista 

was identical to the perf- is one that we mustpam;mently discard." (Stevens "Tnitial" 

165) He critiqued the exclosion of the record of the collapse of the Ollsc Bridge m 1565, 

41Peter Merrdith '"Item for a p n e  - iii d' - records and pafcrmmce" in Joanna Dmlra 
(ad) of 0 of & F i i  Co- (Toronto: 



which explained the lack of performances in 1565 and 1566: 

the play could not have been played even with the best of will.... they are, of 
course. not dramatic records as such, but it might be wise for futurr editors 
to consider such central, dated entries In futurr voiumes.... (Stevens "Initialn 
171) 

His reading of the records led to fitrtber conclusions on the demise of the plays: 

the death of the nligious festival plays was far less concerned with religious 
and politid domine than it was with the spirit of play. Puritanism IciUed the 
religious festival drama.... The cross-nts of wish and act are dearly 
discerniile in the dramatic records; authorities a d d  LiII the puformances, 
but not the memory or the spitit of M k s .  (Stevens "Initialw 172,173) 

Stevens reconciled the facts that the performance changed eveq year, and that the Register 

from which the annual performances emanated 

The dramatic ncords have provided us with a new and Ma understanding 
of the flux of performance at Yok That allows us the luxury of seeing tht 
text for the fint time as a stabIe source.... to appndatc the dynamics of 
pe&ormance within the context of the immutable literary text (Stevens 
"Initialn 177) 

Stevens' 'stilling' of the text scans to me to be incompahbe with his mention "that this text 

b the product of possl'bly s e v d  compilers and revisers." (Stevens "Iaitial" 176) Tht 

and docttinal context has become one of the most pressing themes in recent scholarship. 

REED'S research kd to an inarasing awareness that full publication of the records 

could potentially change the known history of English drama in profound ways; in the 

knowledge, for example, that cyclical Corpus Chisti productions like the York plays were 

atypical rather than typical of medieval English dramatic form John w d  said 

these qdes are abemtions from tbe narm; the standard Corpus Christi play 
was a SingIe play requirhg no vcsy great expense or prepamion and of no 
exceptional length.... yet not one of the texts has come down to us. We do 



~ O L  even have a description of one to give us an idea of their subject matter. 
(Wasson 'Where they aren 139) 

John Astington looked forward to the project's completion: "we will each be able to test for 

ourselves assertions or theories based on this or other kinds of evidence, assertions that in 

the past have sometimes depended on a deliirately selective or misrepresented use of 

sourcese" (Astington "Commentn 93) 

Peter Meredith published an article in 1980 which continued Albert Chambers' work 

on the TiIemakers' pageant? The Ordo, he argued was a much more complicated documnt 

than is normally indicated by those who had dealt with it. The 1415 List contained 

alterations, not ody to the aams of the aafts (as Lucy Toulmin Smith's edition had 

indicated) but also to the pageant descriptions (and therefore didn't nectssarily represent the 

state of a&lits in 1415). The Tilemaken' pageant, which MG. Frampton had believed to be 

the product of a group which split and then donned, was actually the production of a p u p  

whose membaship shifted over the yean. Tuming to the recently published REED volumes, 

he looked to the indefinite future for definitive understatlding 

it has provided in the main body of the text the muerial for a far richer 
investigatione-, When those investigations have been made and the resuIu 
published, we shall have a far kna idea of the fimctioning of the Corpus 
Christi play in Yo& and a far better idea too of the complex interrelationships 
betwem @Id and guild, and guild and city. Only then win we have the badc 
i n f o d o n  necessary for re-examining the deveiopment of the text of the 
cycle and the organization of its performance+ (Meredith "Tilemakes" 70) 

Eileen white4 pubiished a short article in 1982 about the mayor's party m the 

Common Hall, which again demomtrated "that plays in Yo& did indeed take place in the 

streets" (White 21) by nackiag the legal doctmmts irssodatcd with the houses in which the 

mayor and his party watched tbt plays and in particular, by noting tk psence of a h e  set 

of removable glaY windows in the upper chamber on the south side of the Common Hall 

%3erMaedith"ThernPBOipaptm 
* * 

and the Development of the Yo& Tilemake& 
Page& & 11 (1980) 58-73. 
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gates. The same issue of the journal also included a note by Alexandra ~ohns ton~~ which 

related the discovery of documentary evidence of pageant wagon storage in the bishop's 

palace c. 1388; she cautioned chat 

the fact that tk Bishop's agents let accommodations to guilds is, perhaps, an 
indication that, had the hancial records of the other religious establishments 
in Yodr survived, we would be able to account for all the wagons needed to 
perform the York cycle in plocessiotl, The survival of evidence is frequently 
a matter of chance. To build theories on the absence of evidence is to build 
on unsure foundations indeed. (Johnston "Pageant House" 25) 

The reception of the REED project by tbe scholarly community was unanimously 

enthusiastic.* Barrie Dobson's 1982 review in Renaissance included the 

lbAiexandra Johnston "Yd pageant house: new evidence" N- 6 2  (I 982) 
24-25. 

17The following is a Iist of the reviews the York REED volumes received. All were 
positive. I am gratdid fot the opporamity to have consulted the complete collection of these 
reviews which is housed in the REED office. 

Adams, Barry B. Renaissance 3 3 2  (1980) 278-280. 
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most thorough check of the volumes' accuracy. He said: 

The writing of the history of the late medieval and early modem drama in 
Yo& and accordingly in England, will never be quite the same again..- How 
far the famous but often laconic refeteoces to the Corpus Christi pmcession 
and plays in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries may conceal a 
positive CraOSfoRnation of the playtexts and their staging remains a much 
more formidable probiem; and it would be idle to pretend that these two 
volumes have foreclosed on the poss%ility of such speculative theories as 
those recently put forward by Ebfessors Manin Stevens and Alan Nelson. 
NevertheIess the case for revising the traditional hypothesis of a "true- 
pmcessional" playing of the Corpus Cbristi cycle receives no positive support 
from the documents here. (Doban "m. REED Yorkw 48.53) 

Dobson pointed out the ams that did exist, but his opinion of the work was sti l l  decidedly 

positive. AN of the reviews were laudatory, many highly so. Many commented upon tk 

absence of interpraatio~ some explained this absence as necessary until al l  the datahas been 

colIected (see Davidson), some as m l y  allowing the data to speak for itself (see Shad and 

Palmr). Many reviewers noted the useful side avenues which wae opened by maldng thcse 

ncords acccssrbie, such as the study of linguistic and politid changes, early professional 

travelling playas pageantry, law, wills, aad guilds (see esp. Litt). Many schoIars expnmm? 

their awareness of thc gaps in the records, of the fact that they are not complete and could 

not completely express historid truth. Many also apprecbkd the fasdnating richness of 

daails available (see Shand). The initiaI critical response to the Rfusal of the editors to write 

a history of drrmu! in Yodt was perhaps best represented by Cltifford Davidson's comment: 

When all the facts from everywkre are in- ie. when the entire corpus of 
dramatic mrds of early drama is made available to us in the futrnt - tk 
t h e  will bt ripe for a history of medieval drama in England. Such a history 
will of course, need to take into account much in addition to the dramatic 
rrcords and the play texts For example, the evidence h m  the visual arts 
will netxi to be sysrrmatically atamiaed and the entk  chic and religious 
milieu will qu i re  ca& assessment, As a final word of caution, such a 
bistory*mnotandstrouldnotkatlrmptcdnow butmpstwaitforthtcarrfPl 
rrrmnalaticm of reamis ard orhaevidence to provide a satisf&o~y view of 
theaftid experhce m the MiddIe Ages and eady Renaisssmce periods. 
@avidson "rev. REED York" 81) 

The REED York volume thus cased a major change in the way the medieval drama was 



addnssed. the movement was now toward gnats and more detailed knowledge of specific 

times and places, and away from any attempt to synthesize an overview of the aria. 

The only serious critique of the REED pmject to appear was that of ~eresa colettia 

in 1990. AIthough it falls chronologically beyond the t i m e - h e  of this thesis, it must be 

addrrsKd because it raised fimdamental questions about the aitical foundation of the 

enterprise. Coletti charged that the REED project was flawed because it rested on the 

unexamined assumption that its activity would evenatally lead to an objectively real and 

penrueat version of 'truth', ratha than acknowledging its own histori~ty. Facts, she said, 

"are not -ly 'out there' but rather are constructed by the historical inquiry itself" (Coletti 

"Reading REED" 250); therefore 

REED needs to acknowledge that its editorial policies and pmcedures have 
profound implications both for its own historical scholarship and for the 
literary history to which it hopes to contniute. Like all acts of historical 
understanding, REED'S mandate to select aad excerpt cestain kinds of records 
of early drama from the documents in which they oann constitutes an 
intcrpntive intervention of a high order what this activity offas as the 
fepfe~entation of fad is already an explaaation of historical structures based 
on the editorial and selection ptocesses themselves. (Coletti 270) 

This process of Mhg the ncords out of their documentary context resulted in what Coletti 

d e d  a 'decontutualidng' of the past "beawe they offer it in a form which sets aside 

aDdal qoestions about the documents' sodohistorid motivations, their place in a srmcatrr 

of mmm~cation, and theh writers' relation to those in power." (Coletti 271) This 

nrcrmin@ess acarmulaton of deconttxmalized fact was to blame for what CoIetti idtntified 

252). The context which she sought and did not find in the REED volums was social and 

religious, one in which drama "was deeply woven into the fabrc of an everyday lift that was 

rrgpl;sd by visual and public ceremony expnssive of an ideal cultural and sodal 

orgaaizatoa" Because the Reformaton destroyed neady aIl the religious records, the 



generaI reluctance to embrace the centrality of religion and myth" (Coleai 273). 

Despite the fact that Coletti's articIe fuuund a number of low-handed on 

the REED project, I b e k  that the above points arr worth consideration. The activities of 

the original antiquarians - Sharp, HaIliweiI-Phillips, Furnivall, Cbambar - provided the 

limited facts upon which the vay flawed vision of the Yo* cycle's Iitaary evolution rested 

for decades, until the texts and records were reexamined, The reticence of the REED editors 

to produce a 'definitive' history of drama in England before 'all the faas are in' rested upon 

their ainrarencss of the fkgmentary nature of the records which have survived the centuries 

and the dangers of building complete visions based on such partid foundations. REED 

produced nothing more definitive than a selective repduction; the criterion of selection was 

reference to dramatic and pafimance-reIated activiv, the assumption behind that criterion 

was that thar are students who win seek historical data specifically rrgarding dramatic and 

@ormance-related activity. If the study of historid drama and performancedated 

W t y  should cease or kcom subsumed into the study of historical soda conditions, then 

that crimion win no longex be usfd In the meanwhile, students often continue to approach 

the Yo& plays via their English and Dratna dcpinmwnts, and the materials published by the 

REED project continue to provide a way into an understanding of their social and civic 

context. Colettits critique called for a REED which is 

rmt-a pro1egomenm to some fuMc history but as a literary bistorid act in 
its own right. part of a historiography which issues in no final object but 
ratba provides only interim np0rt.s. (CoIetti "Reading REED" 284) 

This is facnrally the case in 1996. No one is wm awm of the imposscbility of 

definitiveness than a REED editor; the voy faa that after twenty years none of them have 

yet produced the 'definitive histog' suggests that Coletti's fcars were based on the dubious 

evidence of fimdraising brochures and outdated grant proposals. REED resides within a 

comrmmity of scholanbip m which tbe vision of the past is subject to constant re-envisioning 

by a dtivalent and m y  changing pcsent 

CoIetti was called upon in 1991 to review the Herefordshire/ Worcestashirr REED 



volume, and her comments in that r e v i d  revealed both a softening of her own stance and 

an a d . t  of REED'S editorial practices toward greater incIusiv-. As in her previous 

article, she accused REED of the contextual reconfiguration of historical evidence: 

...they are not only dependant upon the fragmentary textuaI and material 
traces which. .. make up the constructed category of historical "evidence" ... 
but they also enact a & i  and systematic creation of their own 
metaEragments as they excise references to dramatic activity from their host 
documents and reconfigure them according to the principles established by 
the series. (Colem "Fragmentation" 3) 

However, the combative sense that REED represented an AngIo-Canadian branch of 

scholarship apposed to "theory" had softened into a recognition of REED'S role in theoretical 

debates: 

One felicitous, if inadvertant development of this pursuit, has been the 
emergence, from information REED has brought to Iight, of a pi- of 
English "draman fully compatiiIe with the insights of culturaI studies, I find 
it encouraging (iialso a Little ironic, given REED'S stated policy of refhhhg 
from interpretation and theorizing in any form) to think of REED as 
conm%uting to the reassessment of cultural and textual practice which is a 
priuciple consequence of post-modern theory. (Cole~i "Fragmentationn 10) 

Peter GretnfieId's responses' argued that the dream of 'completeness* to which C o l d  

objected was in fact "only a dream of compIetion, comp1etion of an editorial project 

ambitious but realistic in scope." (Greenfield 15) and emphasized the usefulness of the 

records in New Historicist mbtandings of the mle of meal presentations in the social 

topography. In the case of Corpus Cbristi plays such as that of York, 

The Corpus Christi and Midsmnmer ptocessions involved the citizenry in 
pubIic rituals that celebrated community while at the same time imaging 
status and authority,., the pageants [were] the city's representation of its 
communal self ( M e l d  18) 

l'he project, by "offering accurate transcfiptions, selected and presented with a 

50CoIetti, Tkesa '"Fmpenmion and Redemption': Dramatic Records, History and the 
Dream of Wholenessn rev. of David Khmer ed. Rggmis of 

-in.- 3:l (Spring 1991) 1-13. 

S'Peter Greenfield "'But Herefardshite for a Morris-daxmce': Dmnatic Records and the 
New Historicism: A Response to Theresa ColettiD 3:l (Spring I99 1) 14-23. 



minimum of intqmtation, has produced a series versatile enough t provide material for our 

stories despite changes in critical fashion." (Greenfield 21) Thus the REED project, which 

began in the controversy over the York records, has sunrived and responded to the 

conmversies generated by post-modernism, 



Conclusions 

This thesis has explored the past in a very REED-like manner: based on the criterion 

of relation to the Yo& plays, I have read and s e l d  representative critical quotatiotls, 

presenting thcm neutrally and in mugh chronological order. The story which my selections 

tell is as follows: 

Late in the eighteenth centmy the classical ideals of the Enlightenment gave way to 

an interest in the qualities of the middle ages which were then perceived as everything that 

the 'civilization' of the day was not: spiritual, unsophisticated, rude, emotional, primitive, 

superstitious and inartificial. This interest continued and was redefined into two politid 

sfreams during tbe nineteenth century: one sought tbe evidence of Aryan beginnings in fok 

customandh8uage;duothaWtoawnathtsocialabusesofthetime by meansof the 

example of the past. The medieval English plays thus emerged into a context of interest 

which addnsscd them in either, or a combination of these ways. The Yo* plays were not 

published until f o g  years after the interrst in medieval drama had been sparked; although 

Lucy Twlmin Smith was hclsclf a social historian, philo1ogicaUy-based waual q p a c h e s  

were in the ascendency at the end of the nineteenth century and the Yo& plays were first 

studied for their words and then for tidr relations to the better-known Towneley plays. The 

evolutionary metaphor which shaped literary discourse and the studies of the Yo* plays 

dudng the early twentieth cenany became tht favored appoach of Amxican ac&mics who 

devdopd an inmasingly precise and sdentized nwthodoiogy. During this mod, certain 

episodes of the medieval plays began to be pafonned Eventually, i n d  precision in 

the application of the evolutionary approach revealed inexpiicable anomalies and the 

paradigm began to break down. Father Gardiner's w o k  the collapse of sociaI Darwinism 

mthe~ofWoddWar~andththnmnsclyarcccssful@~rmancesofthecyde 

for the Yodr FatiVal in 1951 caused the plays to be re-evaIuated and the appacks 

graduaIly became more social and less tcxtllaL The Yo& plays came to be appreciated as 

theaire, and as the historical evidence of a social practice. This new focus on drama was 

explored in stpdies which &magid how they must have looked and somded and 

fimctioned; this mterest led to intadiscipw nsearch m social and art bistory, to the 



staging controversy of the 1970s. and to the use of academically-inspired attempts at period 

performance as a research tool. The staging controversy caused an intense reexamination 

of the records and text, which in turn highlighted the need for the publications of the reconk 

of Beadle's new edition of the text, and of the facsimile of the manuscript Exquisitely 

thorough attention to the text and records of the Yo& Corpus Christi play has demonstrated 

the fhgmentary and incomplete nature of our knowledge of the past; very Iittle can be said 

with certainty about the Yo& plays. What we 'know' now with any certainty is less than 

what was certain for such scholars as Hardin Craig, far less than what Chambers knew. 

But what of the text of the Corpus Christi plays at York, which has provoked so much 

sch01arIy discussion drrring the past century? Mirror-like, it has generated readings which 

reflected the cultma of rheir autho~~. Much of its amaction has been based, as Coletti would 

say, upon 'the dream of wholeness'. In both its subject matter and the circumstanm of its 

lone, o f i d  text, and of its weil-documnted production as the largest festival of the second- 

largest city in late-medieval England, the York cycle offered a paradigmatic vision of a 

compact and mmpk unit. But the result of careful reexamination of the text and records 

of the cycle has been an increasing awareness of the fragmentary and incomptete name of 

what survives. In Iike manner, modem performances have demonstrated n a  only the 

timeless perfonnability of the plays, but aIso the imposslibility of reproducing an accurate 

representation of the dynamics and circmnstances of their original productions- The 'dream 

of wholeness' has receded before a sea of details. 

Can the play contaimd m tbe York Register be defined as literature, beyond its rok 

as an indicator of s o d  bierarcbics and a record of defimct ritual practice? In order to 

address this question, it is necessary to provide a definition of litetanrre. Trevor- in 

The, pointed om that 

hemure evotves as critidsm evolves, and each aitical school, as it defines 
its practice, remats Litemme in its own image. (Ross 583) 

Many of the deal schooIs which Ross A "assume a nonnative shift from 

 revo or Ross Z i t e r a t a t e " i n I r e n a M a k a r y k e d ~ o f ~  
* .  - (Toronto: UUnivesity of Toronto Press, 1993) 581-583. 



invention to readingn which is problematic in the case of the York play, because its original 

audience did not read, but saw and hard it in pafonnance. Although "arguments on behalf 

of a fictive concept of literatme have the vimw of claiming as Literature a variety of cultures 

and classes... they inevitably exclude didactic works" (ROSS 584); here again the didactic 

elements in the York cycle elude this definition as literature. Verbal concepts of literatwe 

which search for "the peculiarly refined or figurative quality of literary Ianpgew are 

somewhat more promising; pragmatic cafegorizatons which define litesanue as that which 

define as literature "everything that is taught in departments of literame or criticized by 

literary critics" and therefore contingent upon "the way that teachers and literary critics 

paceive the social purpose of their work" (Ross 585) offa definitions of literatpre wide 

enough to encompass the Yo& plays, though unspecific as to how such literatwe might be 

approached- Literary approaches to the Yo& plays are peculiarly difficult because of the 

circumstances of the writing of the text, aad must assume a definition of literattrre which 

does not insist upon a singIe author or a fictional or an individually-consumed printed text, 

but which seeks the "Literary" quaiities of the language of a text taught within an academic 

~tt ing. The performative quality of the York cycle text has only recently become 

assimilated mto texhlal approaches. 

Sinoe Richard COWS poody-recdvcd 1978 study, tatua appfoaches have not been 

popular. Alexandra ~obnston~ argued in 1993 for a verbal litexary approach to the Yodr 

plays, based on the Augustinian definition of Christ as Wont 

ThtpnocctlpationofthtYodrCyckwiththIogosisaaaalto~th~c 
pucpose of the cycIe. Basic to the poetics of the cycle (~e- the "textual 
dimmsions of language"), however, is a dmmmgicaI principle shared by aIl 
medieval drama that can be traced in large measure to Augustine's sign 
theory. (Jobaston Word Mack FIesh" 232) 

Through its use of music, rituaI poetic passages and their parodies, noise and silence, and 



charaaaization and emotional effects built into its stanzaic patterns, the York cycle 

a guiding intelligence over the course of s e v d  generations of revisions that 
was influenced not jut by tbe theo1ogy of Augusthe but by his theories 
about language. (Johnston Word Made FIeshw 246) 

Johnston's reading was sensitive to the fact of performance; the tua was built for actors who 

"need only speak the lines as they are written and the prosody establishes theircharacters." 

(Johnston Word Made Flesh" 241) This sensitivity to perfonnance dynamics is essential 

in any critical reading, literary or oeherwise, of tht York Play- 

We can say then. in response to the question posed above. that the text *m be nad 

as literature, but as clramatic litcratmr, as a text composed of words and influenced by the 

paaistic tradition, which was spoken in paformance by actors who were sponsond by, or 

mmkrs of the various guilds of Y o k  exploring and defining their assorted positions and 

relations in both the human and divine hierarchies- Richard ~ e a d l e ~  suggested in 1994 that 

All the evidence of diverse scholarship and rolling mision of the cycle 
through the years nevertheless fails to displace the powerful submerged 
consistency of intent that informs the writing at evuy point (Beadle 

o w  89) 

and noted again the imaplay of text and performance of which the aitic of the Yo& cyde 

must be aware: 

the audiena was in th best position to respond to the subtle patterm of 
emotionaI and conaptud inaxplay set q in the dramatic stmcma of the 
cydc, they were connoisseurs of thc remadable mctricaI intricacy 
displayed m many of the plays, Most of the Yodc cycle still awaits detailed 
study along lines that move towards an integration of the turtua. 
doctnnatary and theatrical evidence, complex and nsistant to consensual 
intapmation though some of it is (Beadle C- 100) 

The plays of the Yo& cycle contain an astonishing range of compla stanzaic 

iconographically @kct 'snapshot' momxtts, local j o b  and refcrclres, eaahy humour, and 

'realistic' and (still) pmformdly distnrbing tortme scenes- It is difficult to descni their 

%chard m e  "The Yodr Cyclen in Richard Beadle ed. fhe 
to (Fnnlisbdge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 85-108 



variety without writing 'advertising copy'. One of the great paradoxes in the study of this 

verbal compIexity is that although the text is invariably modemized for production, the 

resultant staging often clarifies the purpose of the stanzaic pattan of the tua; even the 

shadow of itseIf which *in be made into an entcaainmnt comprehensible to a modan 

academic audience sheds iigbt on the great original. Despite this dBiCUIty in apprehending 

the past, scholarship based on pafonnance provides a rich vehide by mans of wbch the 

dynamics of discoveries of records research and studies in cultural mateti* may be 

explored and made accessIb1e. An historicalfy &-aware approach which integrates these 

tools c a ~ o t  but demonstrate the fascinating complexity of this great work of medieval art 
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