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ABSTRACT 

Plays about saints and their miracles were acted 

the length and breadth of England for more than four 

hundred years. The first recorded performance of a 

saint's play in England was in the late eleventh century; 

by the thirteenth century such plays were a regular feature 

of London life. The saint's play is thus an older dramatic 

genre than the scriptural cycle and must have supplied 

conventions for the writers of the cycles. 

Because few English saint's plays have survived the 

Reformation and the ravages of time, the genre has not been 

given its rightful place as a part of the vigorous native 

dramatic tradition that helped to prepare the way for the 

drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. The extant 

texts, which are mostly from the fifteenth century, have 

been given little space in treatments of the English 

medieval drama. Those who have written about them for the 

most part have had little familiarity with the genre, its 

traditions, or its purposes. 

To evaluate the English plays, it is necessary to 

investigate the saint's plays that were written and per

formed in France, Germany, Italy, and Spain. In this study 

continental plays are used to provide a background for 

discussions of the extant English texts: The Conversion of 

vi 
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Saint Paul, Mary Magdalene. The Play of the Sacrament, and 

the Cornish Life of Saint Meriasek. In addition, two 

fragmentary plays, Dux Moraud and The Pride of Life, are 

discussed as types of dramatized miracles of the Virgin. 

The scriptural cycles are treated only in so far as they 

contain elements associated with the saint's drama, such as 

plays on the Assumption of the Virgin, which may originally 

have been independent plays. Treatment of the plays 

includes consideration of sources, continental parallels, 

structure, conventions, and staging. 

The medieval English saint's play was destroyed by 

the Reformation, but some saints continued to appear in 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century plays both in English 

and Latin. Among them are Nicholas Grimald's Archipropheta, 

George Buchanan's Baptistes. The Virgin Martyr by Dekker 

and Massinger, and Dryden's Tyrannic Love. While the 

saint's play can be said to have lived through the Reforma

tion, the genre survived more significantly in the motifs 

and conventions which it bequeathed to the Elizabethan and 

Jacobean drama. 



I 

INTRODUCTION 

Plays about saints—their lives, martyrdoms, and 

miracles—flourished in England for more than three 

centuries side-by-side with the Corpus Christi cycles. 

While the great scriptural cycles dramatize man's fall and 

man's salvation and extend in time from Creation to Dooms

day, the saint's drama deals with but a segment of that 

vast spiritual spectrum—the deeds of heroes and heroines 

of the Church who carried the message of Christ throughout 

the world and often died for it. The dramatized stories of 

a number of saints might appropriately have been included 

in the Corpus Christi cycles between the Resurrection and 

Doomsday. The fact that they were not, even in France 

where performances of religious drama occasionally ran as 

long as forty days, suggests that the Middle Ages viewed 

the saint's play as a separate genre, with its own decorum. 

One significant difference between the saint's play 

and the other religious drama is that, while the Corpus 

Christi plays of England and the Passion plays of the 

Continent dramatized scriptural events (always with the 

admission of some apocryphal material), the saint's play is 

based upon secular history and legend, and the proportions 

1 
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of these sources usually vary in accordance with the time 

when the saint in question lived. Plays on saints of the 

later Middle Ages, like St. Thomas a Becket, St. Francis of 

Assisi, and St. Thomas Aquinas, contain a fair amount of 

documented history; those on St. George, St. Catherine, and 

St. Eustace are legendary, romantic, and archetypal. 

The saint's play also differs from the scriptural 

drama in that it offers greater opportunities for realism 

and a far wider range of character-types. While it is true 

that many saint's legends, and therefore saint's plays, 

succumb to the chivalric-courtly mystique and insist upon 

ennobling the pious protagonist and all his associates, 

plays that dramatize legends of miracles performed by the 

Virgin Mary or by other saints frequently dramatize the 

sins and sufferings of bourgeois characters in a realistic 

milieu. 

The importance of the saint's play in England as an 

influence upon Renaissance drama has been recognized by 

scholarship since Manly1s seminal but not very extended 

study of the 1920s.^ Manly believed that saint's plays 

were more important for the development of the drama in 

England than the scriptural cycles or the moralities 

because they introduced elements of romance, realistic 

1. John M. Manly, "The Miracle Play in Medieval 
England," Transactions of the Royal Society of the United 
Kingdom, n.s. 7 (1927 ): 133-53. 
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treatment, and more unified subject matter. Recent 

scholarship on Shakespeare and the Elizabethans has taken 

note of Manlyrs suggestion and given the saint's play its 

place, along with Terence and Seneca, the cycle-play and 

the morality, as a genre that contributed a great deal to 

later drama, especially in the area of the wonderful and 

the romantic. Hardin Craig has taken up and disseminated 

Manly's view in English Religious Drama of the Middle 

2 Ages. Madeleine Doran accords the saint's play consider-

3 able importance as a formative influence. Despite such 

recognition of the English saint's play, however, the genre 

has never been accorded an independent study, its few texts 

have seldom been considered as valuable for any but histor

ical and technical reasons, and no effort has been made to 

place the English saint's drama within the larger context 

of the continental saint's drama. 

It is the purpose of this study to consider the 

English saint's plays that have come down to us from the 

point of view of dramatic structure, motifs, characteriza

tion, and, where pertinent, staging, and to project these 

•plays against the background of the saint's drama in France, 

2. Oxford, 1955, p. 81. 

3. Endeavors of Art; A Study of Form in 
Elizabethan Drama (Madison. 1964), pp. 102-4; see also M. 
D. Anderson, Drama and Imagery in English Medieval Churches 
(Cambridge, 1963), p. 181. • 



4 

Italy, Germany, and Spain by using continental plays as 

types of the genre. 

That medieval religious drama is a descendant of 

the liturgical drama of the Church has been established by 

the work of such nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

scholars as Du Meril, Sepet, Chambers, and Creizenach, upon 

whose findings the work of Karl Young and Hardin Craig is 

4 largely founded. The efforts of a number of scholars in 

recent years to undermine the liturgical drama as the 

foundation of medieval drama have gained little acceptance; 

at the same time, the studies of Nicoll, Wickham, 

5 Hunningher, Hardison, and others have documented a tradi

tion of mimes, minstrelsy, folk-plays, and pageantry out

side the church which certainly had its effect upon the 

vernacular drama of Western Europe in acting conventions 

and staging as well as in the introduction of folk 

4. Marius Sepet, Qriqines catholiques du theatre 
moderne (Paris, 1901); EJdelstand P. Du Meril, Les Origines 
latines du theatre moderne (Paris, 1849); Wilhelm 
Creizenach, Geschichte des neuren Dramas (Halle, 1911); 
E. K. Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage, 2 v. (Oxford, 1903); 
Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church, 2 v. (Oxford, 
1933). Citations by volume and number to Chambers through
out this study refer to The Mediaeval Stage. 

5. Allardyce Nicoll, Masks, Mimes, and Miracles 
(London, 1931); Glynne Wickham, Early English Stages, 1300-
1576 (London and New York# 1959)t v. 1; Benjamin 
Hunninger, The Origin of the Theater (Amsterdam, 1955); 
O. B. Hardison, Christian Rite and Christian Drama in 
the Middle Ages (Baltimore, 1965). 
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elements. Both traditions need to be taken into account in 

the saint's drama, where techniques traceable to the 

earliest liturgical plays can be found dwelling in domestic 

accord with morality elements, themes from chivalric 

romance, and sermon exempla straight from homiletic litera

ture . 

What may be termed the onion theory of medieval 

drama, whereby layers are successively peeled down to 

reveal a "core" play directly derived from liturgical drama 

is an approach that does not do a play very much good, for 

it suggests that what the reader is considering is merely 

the same old thing in a new dress. There were, of course, 

in the medieval drama traditional ways of looking at tradi

tional subjects, but these ways were derived not only from 
g 

liturgical drama but from the liturgy itself, from sermons 

7 and legendaries, and from other contemporary drama. To 

say as Craig does that the source of the Digby Mary 

Magdalene is "a liturgical play dealing with Mary Magdalene 

and principally with the Raising of Lazarus as it appears 

in the Fleury Playbook and the Benediktbeuern Passion play" 

(p. 315) is to give a great deal more weight to the 

liturgical drama than it deserves in the late fifteenth 

6. V. A. Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi 
(Stanford, 1966), pp. 40-1. 

7. See G. R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in 
Medieval England (Cambridge, 19 33); Gordon Hall Gerould, 
Saints1 Legends (Boston and New York, 1916). 
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century, and at the same time to minimize everything that 

had happened in vernacular drama for two hundred years or 

more. 

Manly, in 1927, considering the then-popular view 

of dramatic development as an evolutionary process, decided 

that the "facts in literature do not square with any 
g 

general theory of evolution" and that a simple and crude 

play was not necessarily an early play, nor a well-written 

and sophisticated play a late one. Twenty years earlier, 

however, he had proposed the theory that the saint's play 

developed not in a direct evolutionary line but as a 

"mutant" of the liturgical drama, and that some special 

factors must have been at work in the twelfth-century 

9 renaissance to cause this mutation. Presumably he decided 

later that efforts to try to treat literature as a science 

were not rewarding. His theory of mutants is a good analogy 

but a poor explanation. 

The texts and fragmentary texts of the English 

saint's plays that escaped the iconoclasm of the Reforma

tion have been established by the labors over the years of 

.English and German scholars. Their conclusions about hand

writing, dialect, dating, and point of origin I have 

8. Manly, "The Miracle Play," p. 142; cf. Craig, 
p. 18. 

9. Manly, "Literary Forms, and the New Theory of 
the Origin of Species," MP, 4 (1907):577-595. 
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accepted, unless recent scholarship has disputed them. The 

poetry of the plays (apart from analysis by experts in the 

field wishing to show which parts of a play are earlier and 

which are later), has frequently been dismissed as doggerel 

in comparison with the best of the Corpus Christi plays or 

even with the earlier Renaissance drama. The bulk of the 

saint's drama in English comes from the late fifteenth 

century, generally considered the worst period for English 

poetry. It was a period when pronunciation was in a stage 

of change, when the English vocabulary was trying to digest 

a great influx of new Latin- and Greek-based words, and when 

dialect often accepted rhyming sounds that today seem 

incorrect. Much more work needs to be done along the lines 

of Jesse Reese's'''^ important study on alliterative verse 

before the average reader can decide whether he is right or 

wrong in enjoying the rough vigorous style of the fifteenth-

century saint's plays. It is almost entirely poetry of 

statement, except for an occasional lyric or complaint that 

draws upon religious imagery, but it employs a variety of 

stanzaic forms and knows, within its special conventions, 

that a king and a varlet do not speak the same way. 

Eleanor Prosser, facing the problem of language in the 

medieval drama, pointed out that a play can be a good play 

even if the dialogue is weak, whereas good dialogue 

10. Jesse Byers Reese, "Alliterative Verse in the 
York Cycle," SP, 48 (1951):639-68. 
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unaccompanied by sound dramatic structure generally does 

not result in a good play."^ Whatever may be their faults 

as poetry, the English saint's plays are good theater. 

A difficulty that has plagued every student of 

English medieval drama is the problem of terminology, or 

how to differentiate between the scriptural cycles and the 

drama that deals with saints and their miracles. The 

English, in the records that survive about plays, did not 

bother to make a distinction and used terms such as miracle 

or ludus more or less interchangeably for noncycle plays, 

while the scriptural cycles usually derived their names 

from Corpus Christi, Candlemas, and other festivals of the 

Church. The N-Town Cycle, for instance, is entitled in the 

manuscript "The Plaie called Corpus christi." The word 

mystery from the French mystere was never an English 

dramatic term but was picked up by eighteenth-century 

scholars. The French, who originated the term mystere in 

the fifteenth century, did not employ it to distinguish 

between scriptural and hagiographical plays but used it for 

any religious play; thus we have the Mystere de S. Sebastien, 

the Mystere de la Passion, and even the Mystere du Siege 

d'Orleans (which is a miracle of the Virgin). Before this 

term became current in France, the words jeu, 

11. Drama and Religion in the English Mystery 
Plays (Stanford, 1961), pi 62. 
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representation, and miracle were used for religious 

12 plays. Since the French, to whom English scholars went 

for their terms, made no distinction themselves, the use of 

the terms mystery or mystery play for the scriptural drama 

and miracle or miracle play for the saint's drama has no 

historical authority. 

Even so, there would be no serious objection to 

using these terms as a matter of convenience were it not 

for the fact that some writers on medieval drama (among 

13 them Chambers, Wickham, and Cawley ) outlaw the word 

mystery as un-English and refer to any and all religious 

plays as miracles, a practice that leads to confusion. For 

example, Irving Ribner in The English History Play in the 

Age of Shakespeare writes: "It is almost possible to divide 

extant history plays into two groups, the one embodying a 

dramatic structure stemming from the miracle play and the 

14 other one stemming from the morality.." He is not, as it 

might seem, talking about the saint's drama, for he goes on 

to describe the structure of the "miracle" play as the 

12. Louis Petit de Julleville, Histoire du theatre 
en France. Les Mysteres (Paris, 1880), 1:186-96; cf. Grace 
Frank, The Medieval French Drama (Oxford, 1954), p. 162; 
Arnold Williams, The Drama of Medieval England (East 
Lansing, 1961), p. 162. 

13. A. C.- Cawley, ed., Everyman and Medieval 
Miracle Plays (London, 1956). 

14. Princeton, 1957; rev. ed.. London, 1965, p. 28. 
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"episodic, plotless, simple presentation" of incidents from 

scripture. Examples could be multiplied, as any student 

knows who has searched a bibliography for material specifi

cally relating to the saint's drama. 

It seems practical, therefore, to cut the Gordian 

knot and follow the example of a number of recent writers 

(among them Hardison, Kolve, and Williams) in using the 

terms saint's play or saint's drama and scriptural play or 

scriptural drama. This nomenclature avoids ambiguity, and 

can be adopted without relinquishing of principles by those 

on both sides of the controversy over what a miracle and a 

mystery really are. As to the placing of the apostrophe, 

the singular form is used because, just as a saint's play 

is a play about a^ saint, so saint's plays are a number of 

plays about individual saints. 

The generally accepted definition of a saint's play 

is that of Manly, who said such a play is "the dramatiza

tion of a legend setting forth the life, or the martyrdom, 

15 or the miracles of a saint." Young (2:307) accepted this 

definition, but qualified it by adding that saint's plays 

are based upon the non-Biblical legends that grew up over 

the centuries around pious and sainted persons, and that 

the category cannot include plays on such scriptural figures 

as the Virgin, St. Mary Magdalene, or St. Paul. This 

15. "Literary Forms," p. 585. 
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mechanical distinction seems to blur rather than clarify 

Manly's definition. Since the writers of saint's plays 

sometimes used both scriptural and hagiographical material, 

plays that employ both sources are forced by Young into a 

hybrid classification for which there is no real justifica

tion. 

The trouble with both Manly's original definition 

and Young's modification of it is that the classification 

is made purely according to source, without any regard for 

dramatic considerations. The definition I propose is this: 

A saint's play is a play that has a saint as its protagonist 

or the miracle of a saint as its central action. By this 

definition, the Latin play of The Conversion of Saint Paul 

is a saint's play because St. Paul is the central character, 

whereas the Latin play on the Raising of Lazarus is not, 

because Christ is the protagonist and the miracle is a 

prefiguration of the crucifixion. 

Similarly when a play such as the Digby Mary 

Magdalene focuses upon its heroine even to the extent of 

omitting Christ's Passion, it must be considered a saint's 

play even though material from the Gospels is used. 

Dramatized miracles of the Virgin and of other saints, such 

as The Pride of Life, are plays in which a miracle is the 

central' action. The Croxton Play of the Sacrament also 

centers upon a miracle, in this case a miracle of the host. 

The host itself in such plays suffers the torments of a 
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saint and closes its martyrdom by turning into Christ, or 

an image of Christ. Christ, however, is not the protago

nist and the material is wholly legendary. 

It is interesting in this connection to note that 

Kolve, describing the Noah play customarily presented by 

the maritime gild of Hull on Plough Monday, observed that 

the gild thus seemed to be "co-opting Noah as a kind of 

patron saint" (p. 234, n. 49). In other words, when a 

scriptural play is removed from its integration in the 

Creation-to-Doomsday pattern and played independently by a 

group that apparently associates itself with the protago

nist, the play begins to look like a saint's play. 

The definition offered here, the reader will per

haps observe, has the advantage of fitting the plays which 

this study will examine: the Digby Conversion of Saint Paul, 

the Digby Mary Magdalene. the Croxton Play of the Sacrament, 

the Cornish play of Saint Meriasek, and the two fragments, 

Dux Moraud and the Pride of Life. It is not, however, a 

definition framed merely to accommodate material at hand, 

for it serves equally well for the great corpus of conti

nental religious drama. The medieval dramatic terminology 

varies in every country. The questions of when a Spanish 

play is an auto and when it is a consueta and whether or 

not there is any difference in Italy between a 

rappresentazione and a storia are points for historical 

studies and distinctions, but the terminology and 
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definitions here applied to English medieval drama can, 

without any sacrifice of precision, be applied to the 

corresponding drama on the Continent. 

One further point deserves mention, the inclusion 

of the Cornish drama with English drama for the purposes of 

this study. The fact that they are written in Cornish has 

deterred some scholars of the English medieval drama from 

considering Saint Meriasek and the Ordinalia simply on the 

grounds that they are not, properly speaking, English, The 

plays were, however, written in England by'British subjects. 

Other scholars feel that they cannot do justice to litera

ture in translation and do not feel disposed to learn 

Cornish. But knowledge of the language, while it would be 

helpful, is not necessary for a consideration of the plays 

as drama. A third argument is that because of the close 

ties between Cornwall and Brittany, the Cornish drama should 

perhaps be studied in relation to French plays rather than 

English ones. The point is a good one, and I shall con

sider this relationship in my study of Saint Meriasek and 

the saint's-play elements of the Ordinalia. And since the 

body of English saint's plays is relatively small, the 

addition of a full-fledged Cornish example provides a 

broader base for the study. Were there extant Scottish, 

Irish, or Welsh saint's plays (unhappily there are not) 

these too would be part of the picture. 
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Finally, I make no apology for finding in all the 

plays here considered merits which few other students have 

been willing to allow them. While criticism today has come 

to value the English scriptural cycles not only for their 

contributions to later drama but also for their intrinsic 

worth as great plays upon a majestic theme, the extant 

saint's drama has too often been described as crude, 

primitive, sprawling, and without interest as literature. 

One may prefer the Wakefield Master or, for that matter 

Shakespeare, but the productions of genius need not put 

everything around them into obscurity. The saint1s plays 

exhibit techniques, motifs, structural devices, charac

terization, realism, and romance that should make them of 

interest not only to scholars but to anyone curious about 

1 6 
the manifold seeds that flowered into Elizabethan drama. 

16. In medieval texts quoted in the following 
pages the symbol ̂  (thorn) is represented by "th" and the 
symbol ̂  (yoghj by "y" or "gh." As regards the capitaliza
tion of religious terms, it has seemed appropriate to 
capitalize them when they are used initially or rarely, in 
order to remind the reader of their special significance, 
but not to continue the practice throughout a lengthy dis
cussion in which the same term may recur many times. 
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LATIN SAINT'S DRAMA 

The origin of the saint's play is closely associ

ated with St. Nicholas, patron of schoolboys, for the early 

liturgical saint's plays extant today all dramatize miracles 

of this benign saint, the prototype of Santa Claus, who was 

probably bishop of Myra in Asia Minor at the end of the 

fourth century. Two St. Nicholas plays are preserved in an 

eleventh-century manuscript from Hildesheim in lower 

Saxony, one comes from Einsiedeln, four are in the Fleury 

play-book from the monastery of St. Benoit-sur-Loire, and 

one is by Hilarius, a student of Abelard who may have been 

an Englishman and who is the only playwright of the Latin 

church drama known to us by name.1 In all these plays the 

saint saves from the direst straits those who have put 

their faith in him. 

Devotion to St. Nicholas in Western Europe received 

its greatest impetus when in 1087 Italian sailors brought 

his body from Myra to Bari in Apulia. Patron of scholars 

(as well as sailors), St. Nicholas had an important part in 

the revelries of medieval clerks and schoolboys. The 

1. Citations are to Young. Translations, provided 
in footnotes, are by Joseph Quincy Adams, Chief Pre-
Shakespearean Dramas (Cambridge, Mass., 1924). 

15 
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ceremonies of the Boy Bishop, when for a day the boys took 

over the churches and schools, are associated equally with 

the feast of the Holy Innocents and with that of St. 

Nicholas, both of which fall in December. An early 

thirteenth-century sermon of a Boy £ishop, or Bisbeto, from 

Catalonia offers a good example of a decorous presentation 

of the schoolboy view of this saint—the same view which is 

2 presented in the Latin plays. 

The Boy Bishop in Catalonia was customarily elected 

by his fellow-scholars on the vigil of St. Nicholas or on 

the day itself. On the vigil of Holy Innocents he took 

possession of his brief dignity, sat in the bishop's chair 

wearing the appropriate costume, and delivered a sermon on 

St. Nicholas which was short and entirely legendary. The 

patron of scholars, declares the Bisbeto, was so naturally 

pious as an infant that he sucked milk from his mother only 

three days a week and fasted the other days. He therefore 

grew up to become a bishop and performed many miracles. 

The rest of the sermon is devoted to a retelling of the 

best known St. Nicholas legends, beginning with the two 

most dramatized miracles, those known as Tres Filiae and 

Tres Clerici. After recounting his tales, the Boy Bishop 

gives his benediction and the scholars presumably go forth, 

as they did all over Europe, to collect contributions from 

2. J. Romeu, Teatre haqioqrafic (Barcelona, 1957), 
1:24-32. 
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householders for a big feast. Chambers, who documents the 

tradition of the Boy Bishop throughout Europe, offers many 

instances of festivities, as in Catalonia, associated with 

the feast of St. Nicholas (1:345-71). 

One of the Hildesheim plays, Tres Filiae (2:311-4), 

dramatizes the legend of a poverty-stricken father, at a 

loss to support his three daughters. The girls loyally 

offer to become prostitutes. The eldest of them prepares 

to sacrifice her virginity. St. Nicholas, however, throws 

a bag of money through the window. When the father runs 

out to discover who his benefactor is, the saint reveals 

himself and tells the father to thank God. The same subject 

is handled in a thirteenth-century play from the Pleury 

manuscript in which St. Nicholas, with providential money

bags, saves the three daughters, one after another; for each 

a suitor promptly appears, attracted by the dowries. The 

identity of the saint is not discovered until the youngest 

daughter's suitor appears; at this point the father, as in 

the earlier play, goes out, sees the saint, and is told the 

thanks are due to God. Craig observes: "We are not told 

what the father did after this; he may have had to go to 

work" (p. 85). 

The miracle of the three clerks (Tres Clerici) is 

dramatized both in the Hildesheim manuscript (2:325-7) and 

in the Fleury playbook (2:330-2). More marvelous even than 

the play of the three daughters, the Hildesheim play tells 
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an atrocity story of three young scholars who arrive at an 

inn and are murdered for their money by the innkeeper and 

his wife. Saint Nicholas, dressed as a traveler, asks for 

lodging but rejects the food offered saying he requires 

fresh meat. When the innkeeper protests that no fresh meat 

is available, the saint accuses him of the slaughter of 

three poor innocents for money. The innkeeper and his wife 

beg forgiveness, and St. Nicholas prays that God restore 

the scholars to life. The play ends as the three victims 

arise. The later Fleury play is more elaborate, devoting 

some time to the conversation of the scholars before they 

reach the inn and sufficient attention to the host and his 

wife so that it is evident that though the Innkeeper 

(referred to as the Senex) takes the initiative by suggest

ing the possibility of the crime, it is his wife, a proto

type of Lady Macbeth, who spurs her husband to act, 

declaring: 

Euagines ergo iam gladium, 
namque potes morte iacencium 
esse diues quamdiu uixeris; ^ 
atque sciet nemo quod feceris. (2:331) 

In the play called Adeodatus (2:351-7), another 

Latin drama from the Fleury playbook, romance first enters 

into saint's drama in the representation of "how Saint 

3. Therefore now unsheath thy sword; 
For by the death of these lying here 
Thou canst be rich as long as thou livest. 
And no man will know what thou hast done. 

(p. 60) 
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Nicholas delivered the son of Getron from the hands of 

Marmorinus, King of the Agareni." The play requires a 

small scaffold for King Marmorinus and a larger scaffold 

to represent the city where the house of Getron is located 

as well as( presumably on the same platform, a church of 

St. Nicholas. This advanced play employs techniques of 

simultaneous action used later in the great French Passion 

plays and saint's plays and in such English dramas as the 

N-Town Cycle and The Castle of Perseverance. While the 

King speaks to his fawning courtiers and orders a war of 

conquest upon the neighboring peoples, on the other 

scaffold Getron, his wife, and his son Adeodatus "cum 

multitudine clericorum" enter the church of St. Nicholas. 

When the King's men attack the throng, Adeodatus, separated 

from his parents, is captured and brought before the King. 

Attracted by the youth's beauty, the King questions 

Adeodatus about his family and learns that he is a 

Christian. Adeodatus speaks up in terms often used by 

martyrs in later, drama, declaring that the King's god, 

Apollo, is false and evil. In a later play Adeodatus 

probably would have been jailed at once and threatened with 

torture, but since these dramatic conventions had apparently 

not become hard-and-fast in the twelfth century when the 

play was written, the King is refreshingly tolerant, merely 

telling the boy not to say such things for fear of Apollo's 

wrath. Meantime, the anguished parents of Adeodatus are 
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searching about the church for their lost boy with typical 

laments. Comforters appear and counsel an appeal to Saint 

Nicholas. After lengthy prayers to God and the saint, the 

parents go home to prepare a table with bread and wine for 

the poor. On the other scaffold, a feast is brought before 

the King, who summons Adeodatus to be his cupbearer, 

chiding the boy gently for his sighs and laments. In a 

management of the passage of time typical of the medieval 

drama, the boy says that he has now been a vassal to the 

King for one year and longs to go home. As he stands with 

a brimming cup at the King's table, an actor dressed as St. 

Nicholas (presumably in bishop's attire) seizes the boy and 

takes him (wine cup and all) back to his parents' door. To 

citizens wondering who he can be and why he is holding a 

goblet of wine, he replies: 

sum Getronis unicus filius. 
Nicholao sit laus et gloria,^ 
cuius hie me reduxit gracia. (2:356) 

The play ends with the reunion of the family and a song of 

praise by the mother. That Adeodatus was a church play is 

indicated by a final rubric directing the whole choir to 

sing "Copiose caritatis," an anthem used at Lauds on St. 

Nicholas' Day. 

4. I am the only son of Getron. 
To Nicholas be praise and glory, 
Whose kindness has brought me back here. 

(p. 69) 
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The unusual introduction of food and drink on both 

scaffolds suggests that the spirit of the Feast of St. 

Nicholas on December 6th was not far removed from that of 

the pre-Christian revels and feasts marking the start of 

winter. The emphasis on food in the Wakefield First 

Shepherds' Play seems to have similar associations. The 

motifs of travel to distant lands, of war, kings, and 

captivity that appear in Adeodatus recur constantly in the 

later saint's drama. Legends of this far-ranging type 

supplied many plots for the French Miracles de Notre Dame. 

Of the St. Nicholas plays, the one which has 

attracted most interest is the Ludus super Iconia Sancti 

Nicolai (2:337-41) from the early twelfth century by the 

wandering scholar Hilarius. The quality of the Latin verse 

is superior to the average found in liturgical drama, and 

interspersed with the Latin are refrains in French. Adams 

(n., p. 55) believes that the use of French in speeches by 

a character named Barbarus (foreigner) may support the 

general belief that Hilarius was an Englishman who lived 

most of his life in France. This line of reasoning is not 

persuasive, however, for when vernacular was introduced 

into Latin plays, the custom appears to have been to place 

the vernacular in the mouths of the bourgeois characters, 

reserving Latin for Christ, saints, kings, and other lofty 

characters. In the Ludus the speeches of Barbarus have 

French refrains but not those of St. Nicholas. The wealthy 
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Barbarus, called a Jew in the Fleury version of the same 

legend, deposits all his wealth in front of a statue 

(iconia) of St. Nicholas, having heard that the saint will 

protect anything entrusted to him, and goes off on a 

journey abroad. In his absence, thieves plunder the 

treasure. The laments and reproaches of Barbarus upon his 

return are extended, and at length he takes up a whip and 

tells the statue: 

Tuum testor Deum: 
te, ni reddas meum, 
flagellabo reum. 

Hore ten ci, ^ 
quare me rent ma chose que gei mis ci. (2:339) 

The statue comes to life, seeks out the thieves and orders 

them to return the treasure, threatening to see them hanged 

on the morrow if they fail. The terrified thieves return 

the plunder. Barbarus, finding his treasure once more, 

exclaims joyfully: 

Nisi uisus fallitur, 
io en ai, 

tesaurus hie cernitur. g 
De si grant merueile en ai. (2:340) 

5. I call thy god to witness 
Unless thou return my property 
I shall scourge thee, culprit I 

Now I've got you here, 
So return to me my property which I placed here. 

(p. 56) 

6. Unless my eyesight fails, 
I have them. 

Here is seen my treasure! 
By so great a miracle I have them. (p. 57) 
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He falls down upon his knees before the statue, which tells 

him to pray to God, not to him, and Barbarus humbly vows to 

leave his heathen ways and become a Christian. The motif 

of the living statue deserves a study by itself, going back 

to Pygmalion and forward to The Winter's Tale and Don 

Giovanni. This play of Hilarius is interesting not only 

for itself but because it treats the same legend dramatized 

about a century later by the talented Jehan Bodel. 

It is clear from the association of all these plays 

with St. Nicholas that the Bishop of Myra (about whom 

nothing is actually known) is responsible in some way for 

the birth of the saint's play. The genre could hardly have 

had a more genial begetter, but scholars differ on whether, 

so to speak, St. Nicholas was a true parent or merely a 

step-father. 

Young, whose entire work on the liturgical drama is 

devoted to showing how the Latin church plays developed out 

of elaborations upon liturgy, holds that the saint's play 

is a direct product or branch of the liturgical drama. He 

admits that the St. Nicholas plays seem to have appeared in 

the church drama full-grown, for no primitive plays of the 

genre are available, but contends that the plays followed 

the models set down by the liturgical plays, applying the 

7 same conventions to the traditional legends. 

7. "Concerning the Origin of the Miracle Play," 
Manly Anniversary Studies (Chicago, 1923), pp. 254-68. 
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Manly, trying to relate the appearance of the 

saint's plays to the theory of the evolutionary growth of 

literature, decided that the saint's play represented, not 

the typical product of evolution but something like a 

mutant—a new form born suddenly by the stimulus of some 

0 unusual factor. Scholars generally agree that the special 

factor that brought the saint's play into being was the 

twelfth-century renaissance and the secularizing influence 

of the monastic and cathedral schools. There has been no 

unanimity, however, on the geographical origin of the first 

St. Nicholas plays or on the precise manner in which they 

came into being. George R. Coffman suggested that the St. 

Nicholas plays originated in Normandy in connection with 

musical services on the saint's feast and that "the creative 

impulse characteristic of the medieval renaissance found 

expression in some individual who applied the dramatic 

method to a legend of this popular saint whose history had 

9 already been set to music." Coffman argued that although 

the earliest St. Nicholas plays have come down to us in a 

manuscript from Germany, the saint's drama is a French 

creation. He apparently believed that some monks from 

Hildesheim on a journey to France picked up the plays, or 

at least the idea of such plays, at some monastery of the 

8. "Literary Forms," pp. 577-95. 

9. A New Theory of the Origin of the Miracle Play 
(Menasha, 1914), p. 60. 
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Loire valley. To document his theory, Coffman offered a 

legend of St. Nicholas recorded by a monk of Bee in the 

twelfth century. Some Cluniac monks at the monastery of 

Crux asked permission of their prior to sing on the feast 

of St. Nicholas a "new and popular" history of the saint's 

life, but were refused because "it is not the ecclesiastical 

chant, and because it is the facetious composition of 

secular clerks" (p. 56). The offended St. Nicholas appeared 

to the prior on the next night and compelled him to learn 

one of the antiphons employed in his feast-day services. 

Whether or not it proves Coffman's point, the legend 

certainly suggests an association of St. Nicholas with 

secular festivities. 

More recently., Charles W. Jones has brought evidence 

to support the claims of Hildesheim, where the cult of St. 

Nicholas flourished.^"0 Jones argues that the plays grew 

out of schoolroom exercises in the writing of Latin hymns 

and disputations. For the present, the best hypothesis 

appears to be that while the liturgical drama, with the 

assistance of popular mimetic tradition, established the 

literary, dramatic, and musical conventions of the early 

saint's drama, the young clerks of the schools applied 

these conventions in an original way and thus launched a 

10. The Saint Nicholas Liturgy and Its Literary 
Relationships. University of California English Studies 27 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1963). 
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new dramatic genre—the saint's play. As for national 

origin, the earliest texts indisputably come from Hildesheim 

and bear the name of Bishop Godehard, whose patron saint 

was St. Nicholas. To credit the plays to France requires 

more evidence than has yet been produced. 

In addition to the cluster of St. Nicholas plays, 

one Latin church play on the Conversion of St. Paul survives 

in a thirteenth-century Fleury manuscript (2:219-22). 

Because it treats of an event from the Acts of the Apostles. 

Young would not allow it as a saint's play. If it is 

assumed, however, that the St. Nicholas plays provided the 

stimulus for the expansion of the liturgical drama to more 

varied subject matter, the Conversio Beati Pauli Apostoli 

clearly must be seen as following in the footsteps of 

Hilarius and the other writers of St. Nicholas plays. The 

play, which was without doubt presented at the feast of his 

conversion, January 25th, describes how Saul, persecutor of 

the Christians, became Paul, the greatest preacher of 

Christianity, as the result of a miraculous conversion on 

the road to Damascus. There are many vernacular plays on 

the same subject, and although the tradition of plays on 

St. Paul is a long one, the dramatization of his conversion 

was never included in the Passion plays or Corpus Christi 

cycles, an indication that the story was seen as belonging 

to a different classification. The Latin church play on 

St. Paul will be discussed in Chapter V along with some of 
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the continental vernacular plays on the subject, in connec

tion with the English Conversion of Saint Paul from the 

Digby manuscript. 

Although the earliest texts of saint's plays come 

from France and Germany, England seems to have adopted the 

genre from its very beginnings. The following story from 

the latter part of the eleventh century is found in the 

lives of the abbots of St. Albans.11 A young scholar called 

Geoffrey, from Maine in France, was invited to come to St. 

Albans and run the abbey school. He was so late in 

arriving, however, that another man was given the post and 

Geoffrey instead became schoolmaster at Dunstable. He and 

his pupils presented a play on St. Catherine there, borrow

ing copes from the abbey for costumes. Fortunately for the 

preservation of a record of this early play (which probably 

would not have been known to us otherwise) Geoffrey's house 

caught fire the same night and the copes, which he had not 

yet returned, were destroyed. According to the story, 

Geoffrey became a monk as a gesture of restitution for the 

grievous loss. In 1097 the same Geoffrey became abbot of 

St. Albans. Thus in the late eleventh century, the same 

period from which the Hildesheim plays presumably date, a 

scholar (not yet a monk) gave a play in a secular school, 

11. Matthew Paris, Gesta abbaturn monasterii S. 
Albani, 7 2-3, Rolls Series (London, 1867); printed by 
Manly, "The Miracle Play," pp. 135-6. 
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and the subject represented was not St. Nicholas but St. 

Catherine, also a patron of scholars. St. Catherine's 

early appearance as a heroine of English saint's drama is 

possibly related to the encouragement of her cult by Henry 

12 I, the reigning monarch in Geoffrey's time. 

Although the text of the Dunstable play was not 

preserved, its general outlines may be hypothetically 

reconstructed from a German vernacular Katherinenspiel 

dating from the late fourteenth or early fifteenth 

13 century. Catherine, prototype of all the virgin martyrs, 

is jailed by the tyrant Maxentius after she seeks to con

vince him of the folly of his pagan beliefs. The tyrant 

sends fifty of his best philosophers to debate with the 

girl, hoping that they will win her away from the Christian 

faith. Catherine not only defeats them but converts them 

to Christianity by the power of her arguments. The enraged 

tyrant executes them all, and their souls are guided to 

bliss by angels. The Queen, another convert, also dies a 

martyr's death, as do the soldiers who bury her body against 

the orders of Maxentius. Catherine is brought from prison 

to the place of execution, where she is to die on a torture-

wheel. Heaven intervenes with a bolt of lightning that 

12. Catherine B. C. Thomas, "The Miracle Play at 
Dunstable." MLN 32 (1917):337-44. 

13. Das Spiel von der heilige Katharina. ed. 
Friedrich Stephan, Neue Stofflieferungen fiir die deutsche 
Geschichte (Miilhausen, 1846). 
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destroys the wheel and kills the torturers. The saint is 

finally decapitated. Her soul ascends to "Mount Sinai" 

under angelic escort. The German play includes consider

able comic action, mostly in the dramatization of 

activities in Hell. Since the usual early saint's play 

does not capitalize on the comic possibilities of eternal 

damnation, it is safe to assume that Geoffrey's play had no 

comedy but centered around the debate with the philosophers 

(splendid practice for schoolboys) and the martyrdom. 

The early popularity of the saint's drama in England 

is attested to in the late twelfth century by William Fitz 

Stephen in a well-known passage from his life of Thomas a 

Becket comparing London with Rome: "London in place of 

shows in the theatre and stage-plays has holier plays, 

wherein are shown forth the miracles wrought by Holy Con

fessors or the sufferings which glorified the constancy of 

,.14 martyrs." 

From these early references it appears that England 

was not far behind France in the development of the saint's 

drama. Since all the early texts have been lost, there is 

a natural tendency on the part of students of the English 

drama to forget that England had a flourishing dramatic 

14. H. E. Butler, tr., "A Description of London by 
William Fitz Stephen," Historical Association Leaflets 
93-4 (London, 1934). 
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tradition of saint's plays before the scriptural cycles 

were formed. 

No consideration of the origins of the saint's 

drama would be complete without reference to Hrotsvitha/ 

the tenth-century nun of Gandersheim, who wrote six Latin 

plays modeled on those of Terence but with saintly virgins 

15 as heroines. Writing while the liturgical drama was 

still in its early stages and possibly a century before 

the earliest St. Nicholas plays, she would deserve to be 

named the foundress of the saint's drama were it not that 

no amount of scholarship has thus far been able to say with 

certainty whether or not her plays were intended for 

acting. 

Hrotsvitha belonged to a Benedictine order of 

canonesses which she entered sometime before 9 59. The 

study of Latin was her delight and she wrote, in addition 

to the plays, a number of saint's lives, poems on religious 

subjects, and at the request of her abbess an unfinished 

epic along Virgilian lines entitled Carmen de Gestis 

Oddonis. a tribute to Otto I. A history of her own convent 

also came from her fluent pen. Her plays, in rhythmic and 

sometimes rhyming prose, present legends of miracles and 

martyrs drawn from the Acta Sanctorum, the lives of the 

15. Hrotsvithae Opera, ed. Karl Strecker (Leipzig, 
1906); Christopher St. John, tr., The Plays of Roswitha 
(London, 1923). 
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fathers of the Church, and other hagiographical sources. 

In a dedicatory letter she states that because she admires 

the style of Terence, she has imitated his manner but not 

his matter. Several questions arise: (1) Did Hrotsvitha 

know that the works of Terence were stage-plays, intended 

for representation by actors—a fact known to few in the 

Middle Ages? (2) Were Hrotsvitha's plays acted at 

Gandersheim? (3) Were Hrotsvitha*s plays known outside of 

Gandersheim in the Middle Ages? In the past the answer to 

all three questions has generally been in the negative. As 

Young says: "One is at a loss to explain the isolation of 

her achievement. Her plays, never acted and probably little 

read, seem to have been generally neglected for centuries. 

No medieval writer mentions them" (1:6). Determined 

Hrotsvithians over the years, however, have sought to 

relate the nun of Gandersheim to the development of the 

saint's drama. According to Edwin H. Zeydel, critical 

opinion at present is about evenly divided on the question 

of whether the compositions were intended as plays, or 

1 6 
merely as dialogues. Sister Mary Marguerite Butler, who 

staged a number of Hrotsvitha's plays in order to ascertain 

their dramatic possibilities, found they acted well and won 

response from the audience. She puts up a case, largely 

16. "Were Hrotsvitha1s Dramas Performed During Her 
Lifetime?" Speculum 20 (1945):443-56. 
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based on two possible stage directions, for the plays 

17 having been written specifically for representation. 

The plays may well have been acted, but if they had 

been known outside Gandersheim it appears inevitable that 

their influence would have been manifested by imitations. 

Furthermore, it seems likely that any play written in imita

tion of Hrotsvitha's work would have been more developed 

and more classical in its orientation than the dramatized 

miracles of St. Nicholas that are associated with 

Hildesheim. Nevertheless, Jones in his study of the St. 

Nicholas plays suggests a relationship between Hrotsvitha's 

work and the plays of the Hildesheim manuscript (pp. 99-

103). Godehard, Bishop of Hildesheim from 1022 to 1038, 

exercised episcopal jurisdiction over the convent at 

Gandersheim, and he or one of his entourage might have 

found and read the plays. Jones's theory is that 

Hrotsvitha's texts were circulated in nearby male schools 

and used as models for composition. The scholars, who he 

thinks would have preferred masculine subjects, chose St. 

Nicholas for their protagonist. This effort and others like 

it seeking to establish Hrotsvitha as the source of the 

saint's drama have not met with much acceptance and Young's 

statement on the puzzle of Hrotsvitha continues to express 

the sentiments of most scholars. 

17. Hrotsvitha: The Theatricality of Her Plays 
(New York, 1960). 
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Hrotsvitha, though Pollard found her language 

18 "bald" and her characters "without life or humanity," has 

received praise for the dramatic structure of her plays, 

her ingenious use of rhyme within prose, and her character 

portrayal. She wrote two plays taken from the lives of the 

Desert Fathers that dramatize the saving of fallen women by 

pious hermits. Another play, from a Greek medieval legend, 

dramatizes the martyrdom at the hands of Hadrian of a woman 

allegorically named Wisdom and her three daughters. Faith, 

Hope, and Charity. The martyrdoms, as in later saint's 

plays, are enacted before the audience, and the four 

martyrs outdo one another in courage and piety as they face 

the cruellest sentences. One of the most interesting of 

Hrotsvitha's plays is Gallicanus. a two-part drama which 

tells the story of the Roman general of that name who fell 

in love with an emperor's daughter. She was a Christian 

vowed to chastity, however, and converted her lover both to 

Christianity and celibacy. It is curious that Lorenzo the 

Magnificant, centuries later in Florence and some years 

19 before Hrotsvitha's plays were found and printed, wrote a 

18. Alfred W. Pollard, English Miracle Plays. 
Moralities. and Interludes (Oxford, 1890), pp. xii-xiii. 

19. Hrotsvitha's plays were discovered in the 
Emmeram-Munich Codex in 1493 by Conrad Celtes, who pub
lished the text in 1501. An effort by Joseph Ashbach in 
1867 to prove that Hrotsvitha never existed and that the 
plays were forgeries by Celtes was promptly rejected by the 
German Historical Society. The question was reopened by 
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sacra rappresentazione on the same subject, treating it in 

20 a quite similar manner. The coincidence demonstrates at 

least that Hrotsvitha, whether or not her work had any 

influence upon the medieval drama, was squarely in the 

tradition of the saint's play. 

While it seems rather a pity that Hrotsvitha was 

not honored in her own time and that her techniques learned 

from Terence were not immediately broadcast, from another 

point of view it is perhaps just as well that the advent of 

classicism was delayed. When imitation of Terence, Plautus, 

and Seneca came to Italy and France, it very quickly put an 

end to the religious drama, which began to seem quaint and 

old-fashioned. Had Hrotsvitha's works become models, two 

of the greatest French saint's plays, the Jeu de Saint 

Nicolas of Jehan Bodel and the Theopile of Rutebeuf would 

have been something quite different or perhaps would not 

have been at all. 

Zoltan Haraszti in "Hrotswitha*s Works," More Books. The 
Bulletin of the Boston Public Library 22 (1945):87-119. 
Zeydel responded with a defense in "The Authenticity of 
Hrotsvitha's Works," MLN 61 (1946):50-5. 

20. A. D'Ancona, ed. Sacre Rappresentazioni dei 
secoli XIV. XV, e XVI (Florence, 1872), 2:235-68. This 
three-volume collection of Florentine texts is cited here
after as SR. 
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VERNACULAR SAINT'S DRAMA ON THE CONTINENT 

The saints who figure in medieval drama are not, 

for the most part, learned doctors and makers of policy, 

nor are they the little-known saints of individual parishes. 

Although there are exceptions, the saints whose miracles 

and lives were dramatized tend to be the best known, the 

most romantic and those most renowned for their miracles. 

As Huizinga says: "The Church has sometimes canonized the 

great men of action who have revived or purified religious 

culture, but popular imagination has been more impressed in 

all ages, by the supernatural and by irrational excess."1 

The Virgin Mary, St. Mary Magdalene, St. Paul, and 

other towering scriptural figures are prominent in the 

saint's drama, but along with them come a host of more or 

less legendary saints whose adventurous lives and ecstatic 

deaths enthralled medieval audiences. The names of many 

saints dear to medieval drama have been recently removed 

from the calendar of the church because their exploits, 

possibly even their existence, cannot in any way be his

torically documented. Thus St. Nicholas, St. George, St. 

1. Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages 
(London and New York, 1924), p. 165. 

35 
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Christopher, St. Catherine of Alexandria, and many other 

protagonists of early drama have bowed to modern demands 

for a scientific approach to hagiography. Ambiguous as 

their liturgical position may be, however, the drama of 

Western Europe would be impoverished without them. 

In examining the subject-matter of saint's plays, 

one should not be surprised to find that the same incidents 

and motifs recur constantly, just as they do in the legends 

from which the plays derive. When details of a saint's 

biography were few, medieval hagiographers pieced out such 

historical data as they had with events which they felt 

should have happened. All saints were believed to have 

been animated by the same piety, generosity, courage, and 

intelligence; therefore it was assumed that what applied to 

one of them could just as well apply to another. Many of 

the motifs of pious legend are the same as those found in 

courtly and chivalric romance, whose themes in turn may go 

back to the late Greek romances or to Indian, Arabian, or 

Near Eastern stories. Nevertheless, even in the most 

romantic saint's plays the stream of legend occasionally 

washes up nuggets of history, if only in the form of 

2 geographical locations or the names of kings and nobles. 

It is not the purpose of this chapter to present a 

synopsis of the history of the saint's drama on the 

2. Gerould, p. 7, 29, and passim. 
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Continent, but rather to discuss, with an occasional nod to 

chronology, a number of plays from different countries as 

types of the genre, so that the English plays may be seen 

as examples of a great and enduring tradition rather than 

as isolated phenomena. Dramatized miracles appear to have 

dominated the earlier vernacular saint's drama from the 

twelfth through the fourteenth centuries; the lives of 

saints (usually including martyrdom) became especially 

popular in the fifteenth century. The generalization is a 

loose one, however, for martyrdoms were enacted from the 

twelfth century onwards, and dramatized miracles were still 

being staged in the late Middle Ages. The religious drama 

developed at different rates in different countries. France 

usually leads the way, while Spain's greatest religious 

drama comes in the Renaissance. Although the movement may 

be said to proceed from simpler to more elaborate forms and 

from shorter to longer plays, it does not necessarily go 

from strength to strength, for some of the early saint's 

plays are among the best, some of the most highly developed 

among the worst. Furthermore, no generalization can 

accommodate works of genius., such as Jehan Bodel's Jeu de 

Saint Nicolas, a long and complex play staged in 1200, the 

first French vernacular saint's play, yet among the best. 
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1. Conventions and Staging 

The conventions of the saint's drama from country 

to country exhibit variety within a frame of basic 

. . . 3 similarity. In Spain and Italy saint's plays continued 

to be mostly sung rather than spoken, while in northern 

Europe the spoken word supplemented song very early although 

music was used a great deal for interspersed lyrics, 

especially for songs by angels. In France the dramatized 

miracles were played indoors in the halls of religious 

puys. while the later plays on the lives of saints were 

acted outdoors before great crowds. The hagiographical 

drama of Catalonia (source of most of the early Spanish 

plays) was generally intended for production in churches or 

the halls of monasteries. In Italy, stages were erected in 

the piazzas for the renowned and elaborately costumed sacre 

rappresentazioni of Florence. For many continental plays a 

number of individual stations, or mansions, were erected on 

a single large stage (called a hourt in France or a tribunal 

in Italy). The mansions were small constructions raised a 

step or two above the stage and xepresenting houses, 

temples, hermitages, palaces, dx whatever locations the 

3. See Gustave Cohen, Histoire de la mise en scene 
dans le theatre reliqieux francais du moyen age (Paris. 
1928-31, 1-vol. ed. , 1948); Romeu, vol. 1; N. D. Shergold, 
A History of the Spanish Stage from Medieval Times until 
the End of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford, 1967); Petit de 
Julleville, Les Mysteres; Richard Southern, The Medieval 
Theatre in the Round (London, 1957); D'Ancona, Origini. 
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play demanded. Some continental plays, however, used the 

same Place-and-scaffold staging as the English saint's 

drama. This method, which will be discussed in Chapter IV 

instead of a great stage, employed a number of high scaf

folds built around a circular central acting area and 

surrounded by an earthwork hill or wooden barrier. Whether 

the great stage or the scaffolds were used, the staging was 

thoroughly realistic: each character or group had its own 

location, and when a saint went from his hermitage to a 

king's palace he moved from his own mansion or scaffold, 

crossed over to the one representing the palace, ascended 

the palace steps, and spoke to the king. 

The Catalonian drama, usually performed in churches 

employed one or more scaffolds depending on the number of 

locations needed and sometimes had raised corredors between 

them. Often two scaffolds were used to represent two 

countries, each scaffold usually having several mansions on 

4 it. A Catalonian play on St. Crispin and St. Crispinian 

has separate scaffolds to represent Italy and France, with 

a "river" between into which the bodies of the saints are 

thrown after their martyrdom. Another Catalonian play has 

a forest and a hermitage upon the sol (ground or floor) 

between two scaffolds. The German saint's plays, which are 

few, appear to be intended for indoor production in 

4. Romeu, 3:153-209. 
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churches, schools, monasteries, or the halls of religious 

fraternities. 

Whether the great stage or the Place and scaffolds 

were used, the sense of immediacy was always enhanced by 

the use of the ground, the floor, or the street for 

special effects that could not conveniently be achieved on 

the boards. For instance, in the French Mystere de Sanct 

5 Laurens a pitched battle xs fought between the forces of 

Rome and Gaul parmi le champ or throughout the Place. In 

Modena a play on the life of the patron saint, St. Geminiano, 

required a ship which was drawn by a horse through the 
g 

piazza. Machinery for ascensions was usually required, 

for relations between heaven and earth were close, and in 

many plays there is constant traffic of angels, as well as 

descents and ascents by the Virgin Mary. When the trucage 

(the useful French word for sensational stage effects) was 

elaborate, experts in this mysterious art might be hired 

from other towns to supervise the construction and opera

tion of the devices. In the earlier plays, however, the 

trues are very few, and when the Virgin descends to earth, 

as she so often does in response to the appeals of the 
% 

desperate, she may be imagined as simply stepping down from 

5. Ed. W.- Soderhjelm and A. Wallenskold, Acta 
Societatis Scientiarum Fennicae 18 (Helsinki, 1891) :111— 
287. 

6. D'Ancona, Origini. 1:296. 
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a location representing Heaven and walking to the sinner, 

accompanied by the archangels. 

The actors in the continental medieval drama, al

most to the end, were amateurs. In France they came from 

every station in society but especially from what would be 

called today the upper middle class: doctors, lawyers, 

tradesmen, merchants, teachers, and even their daughters 

upon occasion graced productions of saint's plays in Prance. 

In Florence, where religious confraternities presented the 

plays, the roles were taken by young boys. Lorenzo the 

Magnificent wrote one of his dramas especially for two of 

his own children to take part in. Costuming was often 

expensive and elaborate. Both in Italy and in France it 

came to be the custom to dress the whole cast in silk and 

satin, even the actors who played peasants or beggars. The 

representation of nudity, usually called for in martyrdoms, 

was likely to be feigned rather than real. The trick is 

explained in a stage direction from the Italian play Sant' 

Uliva which calls for many ladies to appear nude but adds 

that they are really dressed in flesh-colored cloth. "Fate 

apparire molte donne iqnude, o vero vestite con tela color 

7 della carne." Masculine nudity, however, sometimes may 

have been complete, or close to it. A contemporary report 

on a play of the Creation, given at Sessa by a schoolmaster 

7. D'Ancona, Origin!. 1:450-1. 
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called Donno Antonio de Masellis and his pupils, declares 

in tones of shock: "Lo dicto Donno Antonio stecte innudo, 

solum con uno vele nanti alio membro, che mostrava tucte li 
g 

naturali, che ce stecte tucta Sessa ad vedere." No doubt 

he was playing Adam. 

In episodes of martyrdom saintly victims frequently 

were tortured by every conceivable means before finally 

succumbing to death and ascending to glory. Nothing was 

omitted to make the tortures as lifelike as possible, and 

when they were such as live actors could not safely be 

exposed to, dummies were employed, often stuffed with 

animal viscera and equipped with detachable heads for 

decapitations. This aspect of the saint's drama is hard 

for modern readers to stomach. An account of the pageant 

of St. Thomas a Becket at Canterbury, which has been termed 

"disgusting realism" by M. D. Anderson (p. 136), lists the 

9 sum paid for "a new leder bag for the blode." Whether 

the use of blood in a death scene is disgusting is a matter 

of the theatrical conventions an age is accustomed to and 

the view it takes of death. To late medieval audiences 

death in a sense was the most interesting thing in life, a 

view illustrated in the Dance of Death motif in art and 

8. D'Ancona, Oriqini. 1:346-7. 

9. Chambers, 2:345. 
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literature.^ In a saint's play the manner in which the 

saint endures torture is part and parcel of his sanctity. 

In the terminology of the bull ring the confrontation 

between St. Lawrence and the men who put him upon the red-

hot gridiron is the moment of truth, and the court of 

Heaven is looking on with interest and compassion. That 

the Elizabethans inherited the taste for death from the 

medieval drama is evidenced by the quantity of corpses on 

stage at the end of the usual tragedy. 

Like the scriptural drama, the saint's drama views 

the past in terms of the present. Though the protagonist 

of a saint's play may have been an associate of Jesus or 

have lived in second-century Rome, he and the other 

characters are costumed in the prevailing fashion of the 

Middle Ages and in dialogue may often refer to contemporary 

geography, local customs, or events which have not strictly, 

speaking happened yet. Thus in a French play on St. Barbara 

the heroine, immured in a tower, plays "vingt et un" with 

her girl companions and reads Boccaccio. Lazarus appears 

in Jean Michel's Passion as a courtly youth dressed for the 

hunt and carrying a hawk on his fist. References to 

villages in the region of Arras are made by characters in 

the Jeu de Saint Nicolas, which supposedly takes place not 

in France but in a Christian kingdom bordering on pagan 

10. See Owst, p. 527; Craig, pp. 345-6. 
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lands. While some anachronisms may be attributed to 

ignorance, the common medieval practice of staging his

torical drama within a contemporary frame has the effect 

of increasing the immediacy of the plays by eliminating 

complications that simple audiences would not have under-

. , 11 stood. 

In the same way, the practices of all pagan reli

gions are presented by the convention of inverted Chris

tianity. The god of Roman, Jew, or Celt is likely to be 

"Mahound," even in drama supposedly taking place in 

scriptural times before the birth of Mohammed. The rites 

of Mahound are upside-down masses, priests and acolytes 

often serve him, and his relics are worshipped. Thus the 

"Bishop" of Pola in the Cornish play of Saint Meriasek is 

a prelate serving the gods of Rome. Occasionally Apollo 

or Jove may take the place of Mahound and be served by 

"bishops." Pagan worship is usually presented in the 

decorum of low comedy, and the idols seen as devils and 

often gifted with the power of speech, are generally 

toppled by saints with the aid of divine thunderbolts. 

Although anachronism and the misrepresentation of pagan 

religions have sometimes been viewed as a demonstration of 

the child-like Zeitgeist of the Middle Ages, it is probably 

incorrect to assume that the playwrights of the medieval 

11. See Williams, p. 123; Hardison, p. 246. 
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drama, most of them men of the Church, did not know what 

they were doing. Their treatment brought the sacred past 

into the present and made it relevant to an audience 

convened not primarily for amusement but to see Christian 

doctrine presented in real and pertinent terms. In the 

same way pagan rites are presented as "inverted Christianity 

to make them understandable and to evoke the scorn of the 

spectators. Had any effort been made to dramatize non-

Christian ritual in realistic terms, the audience might 

have become confused and the doctrinal message might 

therefore have been blunted. 

The kinds of saint's plays acted in Western Europe 

from the twelfth century through the fifteenth may be 

classified, according to the definition offered in Chapter 

I, into two groups: dramatized miracles, including miracles 

of the Virgin and those of other saints, and plays treating 

a saint's life, or part of it, such as the Mystere de Sanct 

Laurens. The elements of realism and romance may be found 

in either of these types, although in general bourgeois 

characters and situations are more common in the dramatized 

miracles, romantic adventure in the plays that enact a 

saint's life. Since the earliest vernacular saint's plays 

followed the tradition of the Latin St. Nicholas plays by 

centering upon miracles, it is appropriate to consider that 

type of play first. 
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2. Dramatized Miracles 

From France in the thirteenth century comes the 

last important play dramatizing a miracle of St. Nicholas 

and the first play to put upon the stage a miracle of the 

Virgin. These vernacular plays resulted not only from the 

precedent set by the Latin saint's plays and from the 

intellectual ferment of the century but also from an 

increasing tide of pious literature devoted to miracles. 

12 The Jeu de St. Nicholas by Jehan Bodel, the 

oldest extant vernacular saint's play in France, is 

supposed to have been played for the first time at Arras, 

the playwright's native city, in the winter of 1200. It 

was written for indoor production in the hall of a reli

gious fraternity. The theme of the Jeu de St. Nicholas is 

the same legend treated by Hilarius and by one of the 

Fleury plays—that of the man who entrusted his treasure to 

the saint's statue. Bodel, however, embroidered greatly on 

the old story by introducing a war between Christians and 

Moslems in the style of the chivalric epic, and by develop

ing the thieves into comic characters. He also set up a 

balance between St. Nicholas, patron of the only Christian 

who survives the battle, and "Tervagan," the idol of the 

12. A useful modern edition is that of Albert 
Henry, Le Jeu de Saint Nicolas de Jehan Bodel (Brussels, 
2d. ed. 1965); see also Charles Foulon, L'Oeuvre de Jehan 
Bodel. Travaux de la Faculte des lettres et sciences 
humaines de Rennes, ser„ 1 , v. 2 (Paris, 1958), pp. 605-704. 
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unbelievers. St. Nicholas saves his devotee from a death 

sentence and converts the infidels, while Tervagan, who has 

prophesied the victory of the Moslems over the Crusaders 

and his own destruction as well, is abandoned by his 

worshippers. Contrasts also are presented throughout by 

the juxtaposition of tavern episodes, in which the thieves 

gamble, quarrel, and swill wine, with chivalric-courtly 

episodes, in which the valiant Crusaders face their hope

less battle against odds. The kernel of the legend is 

introduced when the surviving Christian, Prudhomme, is 

found upon the battlefield kneeling before a small statue 

of St. Nicholas. Brought before the pagan King, he 

describes the virtues of the statue, which will guard any 

treasure entrusted to it. The skeptical King, wishing to 

demonstrate the falseness of Christian belief, places all 

his jewels and gold in a coffer without guard under the 

custody of St. Nicholas. When thieves steal the treasure, 

the imprisoned Prudhomme is in danger of immediate execu

tion, but the saint intervenes, descends upon the tavern 

where the thieves are dividing the loot, and forces them to 

return it all. The fame of Bodel's play must have spread 

far and wide and endured over the centuries, for Shakespeare 

seems to refer to it when he has Hamlet caution the Players 

against "o'er-doing Termagant" (3.2.15). The statue of 

Tervagan was apparently hollow, so that a man could speak 

inside it; it is hurled down the temple steps by the 
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newly-converted King, and doubtless bellows loudly as it 

falls. 

Written in supple and varied verse and reflecting 

the gaiety of Arras, a famous center for trouveres and 

courtly entertainment, the Jeu de Saint Nicholas contains a 

number of saint's-play techniques and motifs which were to 

be employed over the centuries. Earlier criticism com

plained that the Jeu did not observe the "unities" and 

objected to the mixture of comic epic, and religious themes. 

Petit de Julleville, though he praised the play, called it 

13 incoherent. More recently Bodel has won critical acclaim 

for his subtle use of balance and variety, and for the 

delicate edge of irony, never descending to parody, with 

14 which he surveys his many worlds. 

Although knights and hand-to-hand combat appear in 

the Jeu de Saint Nicholas, it is not a romantic play in the 

sense that the saint's plays of the next century often 

were, for the chivalric material comes straight out of the 

French epic tradition of the Chanson de Roland rather than 

from the courtly romance. There are no partings and 

reunions, no lonely journeys through mysterious woods, no 

love story—all elements that later authors of saint's 

plays were to delight in. One can also say of the Jeu and 

13. Petit De Julleville, Is98. 

14. See Henry, pp. 41-2; Foulon, pp. 681-2; 703-4. 
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not of some of the later saint's drama that the pagan 

antagonists are treated on the whole with dignity. The 

King may have overtones of the angry Herod of the scrip

tural drama, but he is not ridiculous. The integration of 

comic and serious matter in the Jeu is expertly handled, 

for the farcical thieves are essential to the plot and the 

drinking party at the inn presided over by the wily Taverner 

mirrors the activities at court presided over by the King. 

In many later saint's plays the comic matter is only very 

loosely associated with the main plot; nevertheless, 

sympathetic readers of the saint's drama will sometimes 

find that apparently irrelevant comic episodes have some

thing thematic to say about the main plot. 

Theophile.15 a dramatic miracle of the Virgin, is a 

simpler, more serious play. While the Jeu de Saint Nicolas 

is a work in some ways ahead of its time, Theophile is 

squarely in the saint's play tradition and presumably 

served as a model for the Miracles de Notre Dame and the 

Miracles de Ste. Genevieve that multiplied in the fourteenth 

and early fifteenth centuries. Of its author Rutebeuf 

little is known except that he was a Parisian and a poor 

16 man, and that he wrote between 1255 and 1280. The story, 

originally of Greek origin, was well-known and appears in 

15. Le Miracle de Theophile. ed. Grace Frank 
(2d ed. rev., Paris, 1949). 

16. Petit De Julleville, 1:98. 
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most of the medieval legendaries. It is considered a 

prototype of the Faust legend, for the protagonist, 

Theophile, sells his soul to the devil; but unlike Faust he 

is saved from the consequences of his desperate act by the 

Virgin's intervention. As' the legend goes, Theophile, a 

bishop's administrator, is chosen upon the bishop's death 

to assume the miter. Feeling the office too great an 

honor, Theophile refuses it. When his new superior takes 

office, Theophile is deprived of his post and treated 

contemptuously. In despair, because he has always given 

his money to the poor and saved nothing, Theophile vows 

that if God has abandoned him he will turn to the Devil. 

He signs an infernal bond with Satan and promptly his 

fortunes improve: he becomes bishop and treats his subordi

nates as they treated him. Repentance, however, begins to 

work, and in despair over his lost soul he appeals to the 

Virgin. She seizes the charter from the Devil and saves 

her devoted servant—though not without stern rebukes for 

his wickedness and stupidity-

Rut ebeuf's play begins "in medias res" when 

Theophile has already lost his position and is on the brink 

of despair. The playwright's decision to omit Theophile's 

earlier felicity, the death of the bishop, and the events 

that ensued thereafter demonstrates a sense of dramatic 

17. Grace Frank, The Medieval French Drama 
(Oxford, 1954), p. 109. 
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construction unusual in medieval playwrights, who too often 

begin a play wherever the legend begins. The agent through 

whom Theophile makes contact with Satan is the familiar 

villain of the earlier Middle Ages, a Moslem named Salatin 

(in later plays he sometimes becomes a Jew). Theophile 

signs the infernal contract and in a feudal ceremony becomes 

Satan's vassal in return for benefits which he receives 

very promptly. His repentance, however, is sincerely voiced 

in moving prayers and laments, and the Virgin is both regal 

and compassionate as she descends to come to his aid. In 

an attitude typical of scholarship at the end of the nine

teenth century Petit de Julleville supposed that Rutebeuf 

turned out this play as a potboiler at the request of some 

confrerie and that his heart was not in it (1:113-4). 

Grace Frank, however, believes that Rutebeuf poured into 

Theophile's laments much of his own despair over his poverty 

18 / and lack of recognition. Theophile has been successfully 

produced in modern times and is in its own way as charming 

as Bodel's Jeu. The two plays stand together as examples 

of the earliest vernacular saint's plays and probably may 

be taken as representative of a number of plays of a similar 

sort which have not survived. 

In the selection of a few examples from the vast 

genre of dramatized miracles one is faced by an embarras 

18. The Medieval French Drama. p. 108. 
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de choix. Of the fourteenth-century Miracles de Nostre 

19 Dame par personnaqes alone there are forty plays, to 

which may be added fourteen plays of St. Genevieve which 

came early in the next century and a scattering of 

independent plays mostly of miracles by the Virgin. Al

though the dramatized miracle is generally thought of as a 

French type, miracles of the Virgin were acted in other 

countries, and in addition to dramatized miracles of the 

Virgin a few of St. Nicholas also continued to be written. 

Somewhat later on the scene, but numerous in legendaries 

from the early thirteenth century, were miracles of the 

Host, presented to demonstrate to the laity that a sacred 

host embodied the Real Presence of Christ. Miracles of the 

Host will be discussed later in connection with the Croxton 

Play of the Sacrament. 

For dramatized miracles, many different types of 

sources were drawn upon including sermon exempla, saint's 

lives, romances, folk tales, history, and even the fabliau. 

Some of the miracles enacted were stories from legendaries 

put into dramatic form with very little change. As the 

public appetite for these plays increased, playwrights 

found they could turn saint's lives or romances into 

miracles de Notre Dame simply by making the protagonist 

19. Ed. Gaston Paris and U. Robert, 8 v. (Paris-, 
1876-93). Citations to the Miracles de Notre Dame are to 
this edition. 
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call for the Virgin's help in his greatest need. Thus 

while Rutebeuf's simple and unified play of Theophile 

appears to have been the prototype of the miracle de Notre 

Dame. Bodel's Jeu de Saint Nicholas with its many charac

ters, its journeys, battles, and comic episodes of low 

life is also in the near background. One significant 

difference between the typical miracles of the Virgin and 

those of St. Nicholas is that while St. Nicholas comes to 

the aid of the good and pious, the Virgin is often the last 

appeal for the desperate sinner. St. Genevieve's miracles 

(performed through the agency of the Virgin) are sometimes 

for pious folk, sometimes for sinners, but often, it 

appears, for her own benefit; she is also unusual in per

forming her miracles during her lifetime. 

The Miracles de Notre Dame par personnages were 

presented in Paris by the gild of goldsmiths between the 

years 1332 and 1382 and are preserved in the famous Cange 

Manuscript illustrated by charming miniatures of scenes 

20 from each play. They were probably written by a number 

of different authors, but almost all included certain 

traditional elements: a sermon in prose, at least one 

descent by the Virgin accompanied by Raphael and Gabriel, 

and lyric songs in praise of the Virgin. As a literary 

type the miracles of the Virgin that appear in the 

20. The Medieval French Drama. p. 114. 
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legendaries and sermon-manuals are usually intended to show 

that the worst sinner, if he appeals to Our Lady, may yet 

be saved. Many of the plays are of this type, and the sins 

presented are frequently of a sensational nature. In the 

* * 21 play of L'Abbesse delivree an abbess seduces her cleric and 

bears him a child, but because of her repentant prayers Our 

Lady pities her, takes the infant, and makes the abbess a 

virgin again. The miracle of Saint Jehan le Paulu (5:89-

151) dramatizes the lurid story of a hermit who rapes a 

king's daughter and throws her body into a well; after 

seven years of penance (spent crawling on all fours like a 

beast) he is forgiven by the Virgin, who brings the girl 

back to life. Shades of the Latin St. Nicholas play of 

Tres Filiae seem to be behind the play of a poor girl who 

decides to become a prostitute in order to help her parents 

22 
in their great poverty. 

Dramatized miracles of the same sort appear in 

Italy during the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, 

and although the plots are not identical with those of the 

Paris plays, the motifs are virtually the same. In Pistoia 

the Compaqnia della Purita presented a number of such plays 

in 1517. The hero of one of them is a young man who, in 

despair over having spent all his wealth, has recourse to 

21. Petit De Julleville, 1:172-4. 

22. Une jeune fille. Petit De Julleville, 1:168-71. 
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the devil. When asked to renounce the Virgin, however, he 

refuses to obey and is accordingly saved from hell. He 

23 , finally marries a pure young girl. The Theophile theme 

seems here to have been secularized and provided with a 

love interest. Also presented by the Pistoia company is a 

play on the theme of "The Son of a Widow," which tells of a 

widow's only son killed by a Jew but restored by the Virgin. 

A different version of the Son of a Widow appears in the 

Cornish Saint Meriasek, which will be discussed in a later 

chapter. A possibly much older Italian play, Rappresenta-

24 zione d1 uno Santo Padre e d' uno Monaco. tells of an 

erring monk who is vouchsafed a vision of the hereafter to 

encourage him in virtue. 

In general the relatively few Italian plays about 

miracles of Our Lady appear to select less sensational 

subject matter than the French. The religious drama in 

Italy was considered especially appropriate for the young, 

and the didactic message was generally underlined in pro

logues. A contemporary account of the Pistoia productions 

describes one of the plays as especially effective in 

keeping children obedient to their parents and out of sin. 

23. D'Ancona, Oricrini. 1:341. 

24. D'Ancona, Origini, 1:210-11. 
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This performance was so edifying that the hard-hearted are 

25 said to have burst into tears. 

3. Dramatized Saint's Lives 

Plays structurally built around a miracle are gnly 

one type offered by the Miracles de Notre Dame. Others 

were taken from saint's lives, that is, from legend, and 

from history. To make any legend into a Miracle de Notre 

Dame the playwright had only to introduce a miraculous 

intervention of the Virgin into human affairs. 

Le Roy Clovis from the Miracles de Notre Dame (7: 

193-277) is a history play, dramatizing the marriage of the 

pagan King Clovis of Gaul to Clotilde the Christian daughter 

of King Gondebaut of Britain and the conversion of the king. 

Petit de Julleville (1:126) is doubtless correct in describ

ing the historical value of such plays as nil, but their 

authors used the sources they had available and certainly 

must have felt that they were dramatizing historical events. 

Legend and folktale to be sure play a large part in King 

Clovis which is full of disguises, recognition tokens, 

journeys, and other romance motifs, as well as pious themes 

from saint's lore. For instance, Clotilde's religious 

nature is exhibited in an early scene of two beggars dis

cussing her generosity to the poor. After an entrance is 

built up for the heroine, she appears and gives food and 

25. D'Ancona, Oriqini, 1:341. 
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clothing to a group of unfortunates. In saint's drama, a 

scene of humble generosity of this kind is often used 

initially to identify the saintly person, while the wicked 

are represented in covetous and arrogant actions. 

The play of St. Alexis (7:279-389) is an example of 

a saint's life which has been turned into a miracle de 

Notre Dame by the addition of several appearances of the 

Virgin. The play has two major episodes: in the first 

Alexis (or Alexius), who by his father's insistence has 

just married a lovely young girl, vows on his wedding night 

to remain celibate and runs away to become a missionary in 

foreign lands. After many years he returns again to his 

home, weary, dirty, and sick, and begs to be permitted to 

live in a little area under the stairs. Here, unrecognized 

by the parents who do not cease to wonder what has become 

of him, the saint lives out for years a mean and degraded 

life in unexampled cheerfulness and piety. Upon his death, 

the Virgin reveals to the local bishop that the holy Alexis 

has died in his parents' house. Only then do the father 

and mother learn that the object of their charity was their 

lost son. St. Alexis is a miracle de Notre Dame only in 

name and in the use of the special elements of the genre; 

actually it is a romantic saint's life like many that were 

enacted in the fifteenth century. 

The adaptation of secular legends into dramatized 

miracles of the Virgin put before Paris audiences a number 



58 

of old romance tales that had been circulating for centu

ries. One of the most familiar of these stories was 

dramatized in the Miracle de l'Emperis de Romme (4:237-313) 

which tells an analogue of the story used by Chaucer in the 

Man of Law's Tale, the tale of a true wife calumniated by a 

wicked accusation of unchastity. A similar play, La Fille 

du Roy de Hongrie (5:1-88) enacts a king's incestuous pas

sion for his daughter who, after a prayer to the Virgin for 

aid, cuts off her hand and throws it into the sea. Placed 

in the traditional rudderless and oarless boat by the 

King's men (who like all retainers in all such legends dis

obey the command to kill her), Berthequine drifts to 

Scotland, marries the King, and bears him a child. In the 

King's absence, however, she is again put adrift on the 

sea, this time by a wicked mother-in-law, and floats to 

Rome. Her father and husband both arrive in Rome for a 

final episode in which Berthequine is vindicated. Her lost 

hand miraculously floats up the Tiber and is, by virtue of 

a prayer by the Pope, rejoined to her arm. It is plays of 

this sort, of which there are numerous examples in several 

countries, that caused Manly to think the romance of the 

saint's play was an important influence on Elizabethan 

drama. Shakespeare in The Winter's Tale dramatizes a story 

which tells, among other marvels, of the suffering and 

eventual justification of a calumniated wife. 
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% 26 The Miracles de Ste. Genevieve. although some of 

them resemble the Miracles de Notre Dame, consist of a 

cycle of short plays which dramatize both the life of the 

saint and her miracles. In accordance with the tradition 

of saintly birth, there is joy in heaven when Genevieve is 

born and when, like the Virgin Mary whom she worships, she 

is presented at church as a child and makes a vow of 

chastity. The children in the audience must have been 

edified by an episode in which Genevieve's mother is 

stricken blind by Heaven for slapping the girl. The dis

pute starts when the mother orders her pious daughter to 

stay home and clean the house instead of going to church. 

Only after the mother does penance and asks forgiveness is 

her sight returned. Genevieve then goes to church as 

angels chorus their approval. When the Huns attack Paris, 

it is Genevieve whose prayers to the Virgin and the saints 

cause Jesus to relent and agree to save the wicked Parisians, 

though they really do not deserve it. The scene in Heaven 

has almost the tone of a domestic argument as the Lord, 

after listening to all the pleas, insists that Paris must 

fall but submits in the end to the desires of Notre Dame. 

The saving of an unbaptized child is a motif that 

appears in a later Catalan play of Saint Eudald. Pushed 

26. Achille Jubinal, Mysteres inedits . . . d'apres 
le MS unique de la Bibliotheque Ste.-Genevieve (Paris, 
1837), 1:169-303. 
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into a well by demons, the child is destined for hell, but 

his soul is wrested away from the powers of darkness by the 

archangels Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael, who have been 

sent to earth by the Virgin at the request of St. Genevieve. 

There is a lively tussle over the soul, represented by 

"une ymagete," and a major theological dispute. Gabriel 

tells the devils they are mere "borreaus" of God and have 

no power to disobey; the devils counter with charges of 

partiality and unfair tactics. The episode is an example 

of the debat, a familiar medieval literary form here 

dramatically applied to a struggle between heaven and hell 

over a soul. Such debates, which often used every trick of 

the lawyer's art, were popular with the French. Barthole, 

a French jurist, wrote a famous mock lawsuit of Satan 

against the Virgin Mary in which Jesus appears as judge. 

Entitled Processus Satanae contra Virginem, coram judice 

Jesu, it was widely imitated. An elaborate "Proces de 

Belial" of this type appears in the French saint's-play 

cycle, Les Actes des Apotres. 

Written somewhat later than the Miracles de Notre 

Dame, probably in the early fifteenth century, the plays of 

St. Genevieve are more realistic and offer more rough 

comedy than those of the Virgin. In the manuscript with 

them are a number of scriptural and saint's plays, and the 

directions indicate that the pieces represented not a 

continuous cycle but a series of plays, some of which could 



be linked to others if a longer performance were desired. 

Suggestions for suitable combinations are included. 

Outside of France texts of saint's plays from the 

fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries are few. It was 

the period throughout Western Europe when the scriptural 

cycles and the early Passion plays were being formed and 

in some areas perhaps dramatic efforts were being concen

trated upon these productions. In addition many texts of 

saint's plays have been lost. The representation of saints 

in this earlier period was in some countries confined to 

lyric dialogues of praise, as in Italy, or to dumbshow 

representations in Corpus Christi processions, as in Spain. 

Expense accounts from Valencia, for instance, record the 

appearance in the early fifteenth century Corpus Christi 

parades of numerous persons costumed as saints who walked 

or were carried on platforms. The saints included St. 

George with his dragon, St. Mary of Egypt, St. John (repre

sented by a man costumed as an eagle), St. Nicholas, and 

27 numerous others. 

It was to be approximately a century, however, 

before a true saint's play appeared in Spain (exclusive of 

Catalonia). The first Spanish text that has come down to 

27. Shergold, pp. 53-4. 
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28 us is the Auto de San Martinho. written by Gil Vicente 

and played in the church of Caldas before Queen Leonor, 

widow of Don Juan II, in connection with Corpus Christi 

observances in 1504. The play is short and simple, 

requiring a cast of five: St. Martin, a poor man, and 

three pages. The "Pobre" presents himself first to lament 

his miserable condition. When Martin appears with his 

pages, the beggar asks for alms. Since Martin has no 

money with him, he cuts his cloak in two and gives half of 

it to the beggar. At the end San Martinho and the pages 

join in a song. 

Germany, far in advance of Spain in the development 

of the religious drama, has, like England, only a handful 

of extant texts to represent what was once a flourishing 

29 saint's drama. In addition to a play about Theophilus 

similar to that of Rutebeuf, there was an elaborate play on 

the Assumption of the Virgin, which will be discussed in 

Chapter X with others of its kind. Two German plays on 

virgin martyrs, among the earliest representatives of this 

type of saint's play, have been preserved. One is the play 

of St. Catherine described earlier in connection with the 

English St. Catherine play at Dunstable. The other is a 

28. Gil Vicente, Obras Dramaticas Castellanas. ed. 
Thomas R. Hart, Classicos Castellanos 156 (Madrid, 1962), 
pp. 39-42. 

29. Theophilus: Mittelniederdeutsches Drama in 
Drei FassunqerT] ed. Robert Petsch (Heidelberg, 1908). 
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fragment of a play on St. Dorothea. It may be said of the 

German saint's drama that, while the texts are few, the 

subjects are central to the tradition of the hagiographical 

drama. St. Catherine, St. Dorothy, and Theophilus were 

among the most popular dramatic subjects throughout Western 

Europe, both early and late. 

The German Ludus de S. Dorothea**^ dates from about 

1350 and is believed by Creizenach (p. 125) to have been 

written in Upper Saxony, where St. Dorothy was revered and 

her legend was often dramatized in the later Middle Ages. 

Schachner (p. 173), who edits the text, observes that the 

story of St. Dorothy as the playwright presents it is very 

close to the account in the Golden Legend. This is a com

ment one hears again and again in connection with saint's 

plays. Jacob de Voragine's Leqenda Avrea, a collection of 

saint's legends in Latin published in the thirteenth century, 

was known in every country where Christian religious drama 

was written and served as a convenient source-book for 

playwrights. Comparison of a play with the version of the 

story in the Golden Legend does not necessarily imply that 

the playwright actually used the book, for legendaries 

proliferated throughout the Middle Ages, and without the 

closest kind of source study (which is rarely accorded a 

saint's play) there is no certainty as to which legendary 

30. "Das Dorotheaspiel," ed. H. Schachner, 
Zeitschrift fur Deutsche Philoloqie 35 (1903):157-96. 
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or legendaries were used. But if the treatment in a play 

resembles that of Voragine, the play is in the main stream 

of popular hagiography, sharing not only the legendary and 

apocryphal materials accumulated over centuries, but also 

the specifically medieval' interpretations of the subject-

matter broadcast by preachers and religious writers and 

incorporated into these sacred story books. 

The legend of St. Dorothea is similar to that of 

St. Catherine and in general to those of all the virgin 

martyrs. These spirited young girls, always incomparably 

beautiful, are compelled by an urgent sense of Christian 

duty to confront tyrants and try to convert them. The 

tyrant, usually a Roman official, often falls in love with 

his antagonist, but this does not prevent him from putting 

her to torture. To save her life, the pious girl must 

renounce Christ and (frequently) accept the tyrant as 

husband or lover. Despite prolonged and varied tortures, 

however, the virgin martyr remains steadfast and by the 

miracles attendant upon her death usually converts thousands 

of pagans. 

The Ludus de S. Dorothea, a simpler and soberer 

play than the Katharinenspiel. begins with a prologue 

summarizing the story and its didactic purpose. In the 

opening episode the tyrant Fabricius summons his people for 

a great sacrifice to his idol. After he makes his offering 

a Demon speaks (presumably from inside the idol in the 
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manner of Bodel's Tervagan) and tells Fabricius about a 

beautiful girl called Dorothea, "dy schonste, dy in dem 

lande mac gesyn" (105), urging him to seek her out. A 

messenger is sent to fetch the maiden, who comes willingly. 

Fabricius promises her gold and silver if she will love 

him. She replies that she will never love a man, for her 

bridegroom is Christ, "der eyn Iconic uber alle kunge 

izt" (149). 

Fabricius threatens to execute Dorothea by slow 

torture if she will not renounce Christ. Boiling oil is 

prepared, but Dorothea remains steadfast. A stage direc

tion reads: "Tunc tortores proiciunt earn ad oleum" (SD 

171). The Torturers, who make the customary grisly 

comments, are named Notopolt and Tarant. Dorothea, 

"sedens in doleo" (SD 184), gives thanks to God, and a 

number of the soldiers and pagan bystanders are converted 

by her miraculous resistance to pain. Fabricius has them 

decapitated on the instant (not apparently before the 

audience, however). On the tyrant's command Dorothea is 

removed from the oil and sent to prison, where she is to 

be kept for nine days without food. In jail an Angel comes 

to console her. After the two-line speech of the Angel, 

Fabricius tells his servants that the nine days have passed. 

Such abrupt handling of elapsed time is typical of the 

saint's drama although in this case the transition may well 
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have been eased by the Angel's ministrations to Dorothea 

and the stage business of his ascent back up to Heaven. 

The two Torturers approach the jail expecting to 

find Dorothea dead. They are stunned, as is Fabricius, to 

find that she is very much alive and more beautiful than 

ever. Fabricius orders her to worship his gods or be 

executed. Upon her command, angels descend and topple the 

idol. A stage direction reads: "Post hoc angeli veniunt 

cum maqno inpetu et conterunt ydolum, ut fiat tonitrus" 

(SD 258). The spectacle must have been impressive. The 

frail young girl (doubtless played by a lovely youth clad 

in white) stands before the idol, flanked by the Tyrant, 

his servants, the Torturers, and a group of pagans. The 

angels come (possibly simply by descending the steps from 

the station representing Heaven) and smash the idol to the 

ground. As the idol falls, the Demon within it cries, 

"owe, owe dorothea, waz hast an vns gerochen, / daz du 

vnser gemach also hast czubrochen?" (259-60) Dorothy 

thanks Jesus for having shown his might, and a number of 

pagans are converted. 

Here the fragment breaks off. The best-known part 

of the Dorothea legend was yet to come. After enduring 

further torments, Dorothea is finally led to execution. 

On the way to the scaffold a certain Theophilus (not the 

Theophilus of Bodel) jeeringly asks her to send him some 

flowers from the Garden of Paradise when she arrives there. 
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Dorothea is decapitated and her soul is welcomed to 

Heaven. An angel then descends carrying a basket of 

flowers and fruit, which he gives to Theophilus with 

Dorothy's respects. Theophilus is converted by this 

miracle and dies on the rack as a Christian martyr. 

This popular story was dramatized many times in 

Germany. Schachner (pp. 158-9), who cites a number of 

records on Dorothea plays, says that one was performed 

annually in the Rathaus in Eger from 1500 to 1544. Until 

the end of the nineteenth century folk-plays on St. 

Dorothea were presented in Bohemia on her feast day. 

A fourteenth century German play of Theophilus need 

not detain us, since it treats the legend substantially, as 

it was handled by Jehan Bodel. The fact that there are 

three versions of the German Theophilus play is an indica

tion of the popularity of the subject, which was dramatized 

all over the Continent. 

The stimulus that produced saint's drama in Italy 

but contributed to that of France as well was the peniten

tial religious fervor that began in the mid-thirteenth 

century in Perugia and sent entire populations to marching 

31 behind the cross. The Disciplinati di Gesu Crxsto and 

other societies of penitents and flagellants travelled all 

over Italy and into France, Germany, and Poland lashing 

31. D'Ancona, Oriqini, 1:106-18; 134-63. 
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themselves and singing their lyric songs of praise to 

Jesus, the Virgin, and the saints. When at length they 

settled down again in their villages, the Disciplinati 

formed societies where they continued to sing their laudi 

and began to dramatize them by assigning parts to differ

ent singers. These dramatic lauds or devozioni had 

developed over the years from cantatas sung by worshippers 

into dramatic representations with costumes, properties, 

and actors. They were presented on a stage called a 

talamo, erected in the nave of the church, upon which small 

booths of wood or cloth represented the locations or 

32 stations required for the play. 

The contribution of mimes and minstrels to the 

saint's play, not only in Italy but throughout Europe, 

cannot easily be assessed, but many of the subjects dear 

to the trouveres and qiullari were absorbed into the drama. 

During the height of the religious fervor in Italy legends 

of saints were often recited in front of churches by 

minstrels who illustrated their performances by showing 

3 3 pictures. The tradition of the debate, such as the one 

dramatized in one of the plays of St. Genevieve, is associ

ated with drama, for when recited by minstrels some 

impersonation must have been required to differentiate 

i 

32. D'Ancona, Oriqini. 1:191-2. 

33. Mario Apollonio, Storia del teatro italiano 
(Florence, 1954), 1:32-3. 
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between the words of the Body and the Soul, or the Virgin 

and the Devil. It is likely that some of the debates that 

were introduced into the saint's drama were borrowed with 

very little alteration from debats sung by the jongleurs. 

A collection of dramatic manuscripts from the Abruzzi 

which contains a number of very simple saint's plays with 

such titles as Devotione e Festa de Sancta Susanna includes 

a drama of the debate type in which a dead man confronts a 

gallant and the two discuss the pains of hell and the joys 

of life. 

The Abruzzi texts, some of which are earlier than 

the sacre rappresentazioni of Florence, include a play on 

St. Thomas Aquinas probably from the middle of the fifteenth 

century and a typical romantic and somewhat later play 

called Storia della recfina Rosana e di Rosano sua 

figliuola. ̂  Rosana offers a good example of a romance 

play. Although the heroine is not a saint, the Angel who 

delivers the brief prologue assures the audience: 

questa gli e santa, vel dico per certo; 
l'anima sua nel Ciel sara salita, 
il paradiso arra per il suo merto. (p. 231) 

The situation at the start, duplicated in a great many 

saint's plays, represents a very ancient motif: a barren 

king and queen long for an heir and go to their idol to 

pray for it. The idol promises that a child will be born 

34. Vincenzo de Bartholomaeis, II teatro Abruzzese 
del medio evo (Bologna, 1924), pp. 231-261. 
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to them, but months pass (in a moment) and the Queen 

decides to seek the help of a Christian hermit. Instructed 

in Christian lore and baptized, Queen Rosana soon becomes 

pregnant. She in turn converts her husband, and the two 

decide to expiate the sins' of their pagan life by a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Sepulcher. This beginning appears 

to duplicate the legend of Mary Magdalene's conversion of 

the barren King and Queen of Marseilles, treated in the 

English play of Mary Magdalene. The rest of the Italian 

play, however, is not parallel. 

The royal pilgrims with their company of knights 

are surprised in a mountain pass by the King of Cesaria, 

and his troops and all but Rosana are killed. Her life is 

spared by the courteous King of Cesaria, but an angel 

appears to inform her that she will die in three days after 

giving birth to "una figlia grata al Creatore." Dying, 

Rosana gives the baby her own name, asking the King to have 

the infant Rosana baptized and sent back to Rome. However, 

the Roman princess remains with the monarchs of Cesaria, 

who promptly become the parents of a son, Alimento. 

Eighteen years or so pass in the course of one stage direc

tion and we find Alimento being sent to France to study and 

parting tenderly from Rosana, now a beautiful young girl. 

In France, a widow falls in love with Alimento, but her 

advances are rejected by the youth, who will always be true 

to Rosana "ch* el mio cor mi tieni al petto" Cp. 244). The 
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scorned woman journeys to Alimento's parents to tell them 

that their son is in love with the Roman girl. The Queen 

plans a cruel death for the heroine, but the King decides 

to sell her into' slavery to a group of merchants. A ship 

bearing the lamenting girl sails to "Babylonia," where 

Rosana is to be sold to the Sultan for his harem. The 

Sultan, a careful man in business matters, tests Rosana's 

virginity by giving her a golden cup to drink from in which 

the design of a tree will flower in response to chaste lips. 

(Middleton's The Changeling uses a test of a similar type.) 

The narrative shifts from the lecherous Sultan and the 

tearful Rosana to Alimento who, informed of Rosana's fate 

by a letter from a friend, asks the King of France for 

permission to search for Rosana in Turkey. He is granted 

a company of retainers, sails for Babylonia, and in 

merchant's disguise smuggles out Rosana, whose chastity has 

been protected by divine aid. Alimento takes his beloved 

on board a ship, and sails off, pursued by Turkish galleys. 

Bold speeches on both sides precede a sea-fight in which 

Alimento with his artillery sinks seven galleys. Back in 

Cesaria, the young people forgive their elders. The 

Cesarians are all baptized, and the nuptials of Rosana and 

Alimento conclude the performance. A final rubric explains 

that the royal couple lived a very holy life and that 

their souls were taken to Paradise upon their death. 



72 

In plays like Rosana the angels that appear at 

crucial moments, the conversations, the hermits who are 

always on hand for the baptisms, and the sanctified death 

scenes are present as tokens of the saint's play in a 

tradition that is actually secular. The conclusion of 

Rosana is typically comic in the atmosphere of reconcilia

tion which extends even to Rosana's wicked foster mother 

and in the theme of regeneration suggested by the marriage 

of the two young people. 

The saints of medieval legend have often been 

compared to the heroes of chivalric romance; the qestes 

both of saints and knights were recited and sung by 

minstrels, and as early as the Jeu de St. Nicholas the . 

saint's play had been associated with a drama of knights. 

It is no accident that the saints selected as dramatic 

protagonists are usually noblemen, the sons and daughters 

of dukes and earls, if not kings, and that their background 

before conversion is generally courtly. Since the tradi

tion of the courtly romance was the only tradition high 

enough in decorum to be appropriate to the saints they were 

supplied with noble backgrounds and pursuits, regal parents, 

and throngs of servitors. Doubtless saintliness seemed 

even more exalted to the audiences when it involved changing 

a palace for a hermit's hut. 

One of the most courtly of saint's plays—the more 

so because it excludes comic episodes—is the Catalan 
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35 Misteri de Sant Eudald which probably dates from the 

early sixteenth century. Evidently written for church 

production, it was acted on four scaffolds and also on 

large areas of the floor level. St. Eudald's scaffold has 

a throne of state on which he sits attended by two 

courtiers. (A list of the cast informs us that "Sent Tou," 

as Eudald was familiarly called, was played by a man called 

Tomas Fabra.) Eudald tells his cavaliers that he feels 

depressed and wishes to go into the woods to hunt. Although 

his courtiers feel that he is too young to run behind the 

chase without tiring himself, Eudald declares nothing else 

can make him happy. Below the scaffold coupled hounds are 

brought up by hunters as Eudald dresses for the expedition. 

A wood is represented on the audience level, into which 

Eudald and his men descend, to follow the hunt. Like many 

a knight of romance and like the poet in Chaucer's Boke of 

the Duchess, Eudald becomes separated from his companions 

and finds himself alone in the forest. Suddenly a deer 

comes out of the trees. The young lord pursues it and is 

led to his destiny—the hermitage of "Sent Prancassi." A 

stage direction requires the actor to stand for a moment 

in admiration of the hermit and then to fall to earth in 

a faint. Awakening, Eudald wonders why his heart is 

suddenly so light, and in response to his questions the 

35. Romeu, 2:67-120. 
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hermit instructs him in Christian doctrine. While the boy 

and his new companion eat a frugal supper, the cavaliers 

are combing the woods in despair. At length Eudald 

returns home, but remains only long enough to reassure his 

men about his safety. He then returns to the hermitage, 

is baptized and with Sent Prancassi sets out on the road 

to find the place where they can best serve Christ. 

The hunt, the mysterious deer, and the start of a 

quest are all courtly motifs put to the service of saintly 

legend. Yet at the same time it is no accident that the 

hart is one of the medieval allegorical representations of 

Christ, or that the wood where Eudald goes astray repre

sents error (as in Dante and Spenser). Before the two 

saints leave the hermitage Eudald undergoes a temptation 

when a flood of homesickness seizes him and he weeps for 

the mother and father he has left behind. He is steadfast, 

however, confesses his sin to his companion, and climbs a 

mountain for penance; at the top an Angel tells him he must 

soon face martyrdom. 

St. Eudald embarks with other saints upon a long 

journey and, in order to convert an important man to 

Christianity, is permitted by heaven to be the agent of a 

miracle. The inset miracle is the same, apart from minor 

details, as that of St. Genevieve and the drowned baby. 

Upon a scaffold representing the house of Profano and his 

wife Alexandrina, a demon comes forth in dumbshow, picks up 
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a sleeping child, and throws it into a pot of water boiling 

on the stove. The anguished mother finds it "tot rostit" 

and breaks into a long and touching lament, addressing the 

audience directly: "Doleu—vos del meu turment, / devota y 

honrada gent" (565-6). She decides to place the baby in an 

armoire while she tells her husband the dreadful news. In 

the meantime an Angel has awakened Eudald, sleeping in the 

open air with his friends nearby, and instructed him to show 

Christ's power by bringing the child to life. Arriving 

with his companions at the house of Profano, St. Eudald 

asks for apples despite his hostess's insistence that there 

are none in the house. When Alexandrina at length opens 

the armoire, she finds her child alive holding an apple in 

each hand. Shortly after this geste the courtly St. Eudald 

is seized by a pagan king, beaten by torturers, and thrown 

in jail. The play, which is incomplete, breaks off before 

the scenes of torture and glory with which it must have 

ended. 

The different use of the same miracle in France and 

Spain shows not only how the same stories became attached 

to different saints but the varieties of treatment and the 

different doctrinal uses to which a miraculous legend can 

be put. In the French play, the child is unbaptized and 

the debat between the angels and devils is the principal 

action, intended to show what lengths the Virgin will go to 

in order to help a poor sinner. The Spanish play, on the 
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other hand, introduces a demon only in dumbshow at the 

start and, except for the Angel that instructs St. Eudald, 

avoids supernatural appearances; the purpose is to show the 

power of Christ rather than of the Virgin. One can tell 

that the two dramatized episodes were taken from the same 

source not only because of the demon's initial responsi

bility but also because the French child, returned to his 

mother, asks for an apple. 

Plays of Catalonia and the Abruzzi have been con

sidered here in some detail because they have received 

relatively little attention in general studies of the 

medieval religious drama. These texts preserved from less 

renowned dramatic centers than Florence and Paris indicate 

how widespread the saint's drama was and what elaborate 

productions were mounted, even in small provincial cities. 

From country to country, the genre is remarkably homogeneous 

in subject matter, treatment, and staging. National or 

regional differences generally involve the amount of comic 

matter and diablerie introduced, the average length of the 

plays, and the use of music. 

In the fifteenth centurywhen the French saint's 

drama began to fall prey to the gigantism that produced 

such cyclic spectacles as the Actes des Apotres. the saint's 

play in Italy turned into a conscious product of art. The 

sacra rappresentazione of Florence had its beginnings when 

the dramatic lauds and devotions of the penitential societies 
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began to be associated with the yearly Florentine festival 

of St. John the Baptist. Processions, pageants, and 

elaborate shows fused with the lyricism of the devozioni to 

bring into being' musical dramas that embodied the elements 

3 6 both of religious devotion and secular spectacle. 

Although the early Florentine plays are markedly serious in 

tone and often dramatize scriptural matter, the playwrights 

soon adopted the saint's play as a genre allowing more 

freedom, and began introducing satire, although they never 

admitted the broad farce of the French and English saint's 

plays. The plays are framed to fit a comfortable time span 

of two or three hours and are always supplied with elaborate 

prologues, sometimes in the form of frame-stories by means 

of which a discussion between two or three modern charac

ters presents a parallel to the story to be enacted. Many 

of the texts were printed shortly after performance, so 

that the plays were evidently considered not as mere 

transitory entertainments but as literature for reading and 

edification. As the saint's play spread from Florence to 

other Italian cities, companies were formed to produce them. 

In Rome the Gonfalone presented plays, in Modena the company 

of San Pietro Martire, and in Florence the company of the 

Vangelista. The boy actors, who were trained by a director, 

included members of the best families. 

36. D'Ancona, Origini. 1:245-76. 
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Favorite subjects for the playwrights of the sacre 

rappresentazioni were the lives of saints from birth to 

martyrdom and romantic legends like that of Rosana which 

could be adapted to pious purposes. The plays of Santa 

Guqlielma. Santa Uliva, and Stella all present chaste and 

pious heroines subjected to vicious calumny or incestuous 

advances who after many adventures eventually are restored 

to the love of their husbands. Patient Griselda is the 

protagonist of a drama in which, although she is not a 

saint, the audience is allowed to feel that she is very 

close to sainthood. The story of Rosana appears in one of 

37 the Florentine plays in a somewhat less complex version 

than that of the Abruzzi play; it includes among other 

episodes a harem scene in which the Sultan's girls try to 

persuade Rosana to dance. The battle between the Sultan 

and Alimento, however, is not on sea but on land. 

Historical saints of fairly recent date also figured 

in the later saint's drama. An example, also from the 

38 Abruzzi, is the Leqenna de sancto Tomascio. found in a 

manuscript of the Confraternity of St. Thomas Aquinas in 

Aquila. Divided into sections for performance on three 

days, the piece includes a great deal of legendary material 

but in the main follows the saint's life with reasonable 

37. D'Ancona, SR 3:361-414.. 

38. Bartholomaeis, pp. 77-113. 
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accuracy. St. Thomas is conceived by the Countess d'Aquina 

because the Virgin has asked her Son for a divine doctor 

to serve her Dominican order. The overtones of heroic 

birth are reinforced when Thomas as an infant is found with 

a miraculous letter in his hand on which "Ave Maria" is 

written in gold. 

The playwright, probably a Dominican from the 

monastery in Aquila, follows St. Thomas's career with a 

serious effort at historical truth. Thomas goes to school 

at Monte Cassino, to college at Naples (he studies grammar, 

logic, civil and canon law, and natural philosophy), and to 

post-graduate studies with Albertus Magnus. Studies, how

ever, do not provide for lively action on stage, and there

fore the playwright makes the most of the disgraceful 

efforts of Thomas's family to force him to abandon his 

monastic vocation. The entire second giornata is devoted 

to the pursuit of Thomas by his mother and his brothers, 

the efforts of the monks to prevent his capture, and his 

final seizure and imprisonment. There are suggestions of 

martyrdom in Thomas's jail life, the highlight of which is 

a temptation by a beautiful woman, introduced into his cell 

by his brothers to tempt him back to the world. When 

Thomas prays for divine aid, Jesus sends down his angels 

with a chastity belt. Finally the Countess takes pity on 

her son and arranges for him to escape through a window. 
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The saint's later career as a doctor in Paris is 

presented largely by means of one episode. Summoned to 

dinner by the King, Thomas replies that he is too busy. 

His prior commands him to accept the invitation, invoking 

the rule of obedience, and the great doctor reluctantly 

goes. During the meal he is so abstracted that he totally 

disregards the food that is put before him. When he 

suddenly solves his problem and strikes the table with his 

fist excitedly, the sympathetic King summons a notary so 

that Thomas can dictate his inspiration on the spot. The 

death of the saint at the monastery of Fossanuova, where he 

fell ill while en route to the council of Lyons, is pre

sented much as it must have happened, but immediately after 

his death a saint's play convention insists upon bringing 

on the halt, the lame, and the blind, so that their miracu

lous cure may demonstrate that the great theologian had 

been granted the powers expected of a saint. Despite its 

legendary embellishments, however, the Leqenna de sancto 

Tomascio is a history play, concerned with events in the 

past and with the creation of a lifelike character. 

Among other historically-oriented saint's plays 

that have been preserved is the French Mystere du Siege 

d'Orleans, notable because in it Joan of Arc made the 

first of her many appearances on stage. She was not yet a 

saint of course, but the play is a saint's play by virtue 

of a miracle of the Virgin, who is summoned to help France 



81 

by the King. Upon the Virgin's request, Jesus sends St. 

Michael to Domremy to reveal to La Pucelle her mission as 

the leader of her country. In Catalonia a play on St. 

Francis of Assisi, probably written for presentation in a 

monastery, makes a serious effort to present the important 

events of the saint's life with a minimum of legendary 

additions. 

The romantic themes introduced in the Miracles de 

Notre Dame and adopted by the Italian dramatists tended to 

be rejected in the fifteenth-century French saint's drama 

in favor of dramatized lives of martyrs. The saints chosen 

were usually the martyrs who had endured the worst torments. 

In many of these plays about half the drama is devoted to 

the early life and miracles of the saint and the remainder 

to his death and the death of his converts at the hands of 

fiendishly cruel executioners. Some then go on to dramatize 

the translation of the relics to the church where they 

established a cult. Comic devils in these plays are 

continually running from the hell-mouth to seize upon the 

wicked, while angels descend to take the souls of the 

martyred to heaven. Episodes of rustic comedy are alter

nated with the doings of saintly protagonists, and the 

vicious jokes of the torturers as they ply their grisly 

trade set up the contrasts between realism and mysticism, 

death and laughter, which the late Middle Ages enjoyed so 

much. 
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Miraculous events occur constantly. Each saint 

must be shown curing the incurable as a demonstration of 

his holiness, and heaven frequently intervenes to heal the 

wounds of martyrs so that they can face another day of the 

rack, the red-hot pincers, or the boiling oil. It is 

generally accepted as a convention in martyrdoms that 

decapitation is final, but up to that point a saint can 

endure almost any tortures. St. Didier, however, after 

decapitation picks up his head and walks into the church 

with it before he expires. 

x - 39 The Mystere de Saint Sebastien. a two-day play 

with sixty-one parts, begins as do many saint's plays, with 

the decision of the saint's parents to send him to school. 

The vast drama takes its hero through his schooling at the 

University of Milan (where he learns Christian doctrine) and 

then to imperial Rome. Unlike many saints, Sebastian obeys 

his father. He agrees to serve as a knight at the 

Emperor's court, although he would rather devote himself to 

the religious life. In Rome while Sebastian is making a 

number of converts, the demons of hell are at work upon the 

Emperor to persecute the Christians, As in many plays of 

this type, martyrdom is not only the reward of the saint 

but of most of his converts and friends, so that one episode 

after another of arrest, torture, and death is presented. 

39. Ed. Leonard R. Mills (Geneva, 1965). 
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At intervals in the midst of anxiety and carnage a fool, or 

rusticus. diverts the audience by quarreling with his wife, 

who in a later episode is seen with a gossip at a local 

tavern. Plays of St. Sebastian, of which there were 

several versions, were often acted in times of plague as a 

40 form of ritual propitiation. 

It is a great distance both in time and in terms of 

social change from the St. Nicholas plays of the Latin 

church drama to the vast saint's cycles of fifteenth-century 

France. The simpler plays, however, continued to be pro

duced in many areas and even St. Nicholas was not forgotten 

in the later centuries that emphasized romance and martyr

doms. A late French dramatized miracle entitled D'unq Juif 

qui presta cent escus a unq Chrestien (A XVIII person-

naqes)deals with the well-known story of a Christian 

who borrows money from a Jew and, when the Jew seeks to 

collect it, swears that he has repaid the loan. The play 

includes a struggle between St. Nicholas and a devil for 

the possession of the perjured Christian's soul and the 

conversion of the Jew. 

A fifteenth-century German play, the Spiel von 
Jk A 

Frau Jutten, offers a good example on which to close this 

40. Mills, p. xx. 

41. Petit De Julleville, 2:66; 541-4. 

42. Ed. Edward Schroder (Bonn, 1911). 
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perhaps erratic survey of the saint's play on the Conti

nent, for it includes almost every motif known to the 

genre—romance, history, personification, disguise, hell, 

heaven, miracles, and the double patronage of the Virgin 

and St. Nicholas. Written by a Thuringian priest named 

Dietrich Schernberg, the play enacts the story of "Frau 

Jutta of England," who is tempted by the powers of evil to 

disguise herself as a man so that she can become learned 

and be a prelate of the Church. She studies in Paris with 

phenomenal success, achieves her doctorate in no time, and 

rises through the hierarchy of the Church to become Pope 

Johannes VIII. Tempted by devils beyond her strength, how

ever, she falls into carnal sin and becomes pregnant. When 

she turns in desperation to the Virgin, she is given the 

choice between disgrace on earth or eternal damnation and 

makes the correct decision. Jesus sends Death to tell her 

that her time has come. Pope Jutta bears her child and 

dies, her soul being delivered to the devils for torment. 

By the intercession of both the Virgin and St. Nicholas 

(surely a powerful combination), she is released from Hell 

and accepted into Heaven. The "Harrowing of Hell" in this 

case is accomplished by the Archangel Michael. The sub

ordinate devils complain bitterly of the injustice, but 

Lucifer philosophically accepts the loss of Frau Jutta's 

soul, telling his minions that the will of God cannot be 

disputed. In Heaven Jesus welcomes Frau Jutta as his dear 
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daughter and tells her that she may at last be happy: "Und 

was du gethan hast in deinem leben / Das sol dir all sein 

vergeben" (1695-6). 

Four hundred or more years of the saint's play on 

the Continent, the subject of libraries of scholarly and 

critical writings, cannot be treated fully in a single 

chapter. The present discussion is intended not as a 

history but to provide a background for the English saint's 

drama. There is nothing in the English saint's plays that 

cannot profitably be compared and contrasted with what was 

done on the Continent,*and there are few motifs, structural 

devices, or stage techniques that are not to be found on 

both sides of the Channel. Before considering the extant 

English and Cornish plays, however, it is necessary to try 

to assess how much saint's drama there was in England, and 

to this purpose the following chapter is devoted. 



IV 

THE SAINT'S DRAMA IN ENGLAND 

Prom the last quarter of the twelfth century, when 

Geoffrey of Maine presented his St. Catherine play in 

Dunstable* until the Reformation, when the traditional 

religious drama in England gradually went into eclipse, 

saint's plays were performed in the cities, towns, and 

villages of England. Because all but a few texts of this 

drama have been lost and records of performances are 

laconic, literary historians in their discussions of the 

English medieval drama have focused almost entirely upon 

the Corpus Christi cycles, devoting a few pages or at most 

a chapter to the saint's play. Interest in the scriptural 

plays is both natural and right, since the texts of five 

great cycles and parts of a number of others have been 

preserved. On the other hand, much can be learned about 

the saint's drama both from the surviving texts and from 

the records; then, by comparison with continental examples 

of the same type, the saint's play in England can be con-

jecturally reconstructed, somewhat as a paleontologist 

reconstructs a dinosaur from a few bones and an under

standing of the species. 

86 
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A question not fully resolved by scholarship is 

that of continental (and particularly the French) influ

ence. To what extent do the English Channel and the 

frequent wars between England and France present a barrier 

to the exchange of ideas? Or, putting the question differ

ently, one may ask whether the priest or clerk who wrote a 

play on St. Lawrence in York in the first half of the 

fifteenth century would be likely to have a direct acquaint

ance with any of several French plays on the same subject. 

If the answer to the second question is most probably no, 

the answer to the first may still be in the affirmative. 

Scholarship generally, both early and late, supports the 

proposition that France and England were culturally associ

ated throughout the Middle Ages and that, in a broader 

sense, all Western Europe shared the internationalism of a 

common religion."'' Clerics, pilgrims, scholars, enter

tainers, merchants, and sailors enjoyed a good deal of 

mobility. While it is impossible to speculate whether the 

author of a lost play might have known a similar play from 

the Continent, it is hard to believe that a playwright, 

however isolated in a modest and retired village, might not 

once or twice in his lifetime have encountered a traveler 

1. See Harold C. Gardiner, Mysteries' End. Yale 
Studies in English 103 (New Haven, 1946), p. 94j Alfred W. 
Pollard, English Miracle Plays, Moralities, and Interludes 
(1890, rev. ed. Oxford, 1927), pp. xiii-xlv; C. R. Basker-
vill, "Some Evidences of Early Romantic Plays in England," 
MP 14 (1916):42; Gerould, p. 207; Anderson, p. 186. 
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who could have told him some details of a play he had seen. 

In the realm of ascertainable influence, it has been 

demonstrated without much room for argument that the 

Chester scriptural cycle was directly influenced by the 

% 2 French Mystere du Viel Testament. The Croxton Play of 

the Sacrament also appears to have been influenced, 

although possibly not directly, by a French play. Our 

hypothetical rustic playwright was perhaps not so isolated 

as he may appear from a modern view, for if radio and 

television were lacking, the news brought by travelers was 

all the more engrossing. A caveat should be sounded, how

ever, against any assumption that the drama of medieval 

England was but a branch of a great tree. Despite the 

similarity of subject matter, a study of comparative 

European drama in the Middle Ages results in an impression 

not of dreary imitation but of fascinating variety, for each 

country imposed upon the drama something of its own national 

character. 

The records of saint's plays presented in England 

result in the main from expense accounts kept by town 

corporations or religious institutions. The scriptural 

cycles, involving many plays and many gilds, required 

(fortunately for later students) considerable bookkeeping, 

2. Albert C. Baugh, "The Chester Plays and French 
Influence," Schellinq Anniversary Papers {New York, 1923), 
pp. 35-65. 
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so that records of properties, costumes, repairs to 

pageant-wagons, construction of scaffolds, and the like, 

were noted very carefully; in addition, because on Corpus 

Christi day flocks of strangers came to town to see the 

plays, civic ordinances were required to regulate the 

behavior both of players and audience. For this reason, if 

one examines records such as those printed by Chambers 

(2:329-406), it appears at first glance that the scriptural 

drama far outweighs the saint's play. The Coventry records, 

for instance, require four pages for the Corpus Christi 

cycle, and but two lines for two saint's plays: "1490-1. 

This year was the play of St. Katherine in the little 

Park"; "1504-5: This yeare they played the play of St. 

3 Crytyan in the little parke." Who "they" were is a matter 

for conjecture—possibly a religious gild, boys from a 

local school, monks or secular clergy, or a group of players 

from another town. Whoever the actors were, they handled 

their own arrangements, provided their own costumes and 

properties, and submitted no civic or gild expense accounts. 

The cost of the production presumably was either absorbed 

by the organization sponsoring the play or was recouped by 

an admission charge. In some cases a church or a munici

pality paid the players for a performance, in which event 

the record is not much more illuminating. For instance, 

3. Chambers, 2:362. 
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from St. Margaret's Church in Southwark comes the following 

information: "1444-5. Peid for a play vpon Seynt Lucy day, 

and for a pley vpon Seynt Margrete day, xiijs iiij^. 

Because of the mid-fifteenth-century date and the fact of 

performances on a saint's day it appears likely these 

entries refer to saint's plays, but one cannot be certain. 

Despite the taciturnity of the official records, 

they suffice to make it clear that the saint's play 

flourished in England. The great scriptural cycles were 

played but once a year; saint's plays were suitable for 

entertainment and edification on any feast day. While a 

cycle mobilized the efforts of an entire community, a 

saint's play could be staged by a small group with a minimum 

of expense. There is no indication in England of anything 

like the extremely long French saint's plays. The longest 

extant text is that of the Cornish Saint Meriasek. probably 

influenced to a degree at least by the drama in Brittany. 

If the English saint's drama had extended to performances 

lasting two or three days, civic records probably would 

have indicated it, for one of the main purposes of a play 

running over several days was to bring money into the 

community. Like the scriptural cycles in England, such 

plays were community projects in France, and the planning, 

as reflected in local annals, was frenetic. It can be 

4. Chambers, 2:381. 
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assumed, therefore, that the English (like the Italians, 

Spaniards, and Germans) did not succumb to the idea of 

fifteenth-century France that size alone was a criterion 

for the drama. 

Probably many of the saint's plays of which record 

remains were presented in connection with vigils for the 

saints to whom churches were dedicated. The Saint Margaret's 

Day play at Southwark referred to above is an example. 

Every parish church had a yearly feast or wake for its 

patron which lasted two or three days and included festivi

ties for the people such as dances, sports, and games.^ 

Plays were often part of these celebrations. An account of 

a regular parish wake in London in 1557 reads: "St. Olave's 

day, was the church holyday in Silverstreet, the parish 

church whereof was dedicated to that saint. And at eight 

of the clock at night began a stageplay of a goodly matter, 

that continued unto twelve at midnight, and then they made 
g 

end with a good song." Since the instance dates from the 

reign of Queen Mary, it can be assumed the play at St. 

Olav's was not anti-Catholic, but there is no certainty 

that it was a saint's play, still less that it was a play 

about St. Olav. Similarly, a play given on a saint's day 

cannot be assumed to have been about the saint whose feast 

5. Baskervill, p. 95. 

6. Strype, Ecclesiastical Memorials. 2.2.11, 
quoted by Baskervill, pp. 96-7. 
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it was. For instance, the entertainment for St. Peter's 

day at Chester in 1529 was not a play on St. Peter but a 

dramatization of the legend of King Robert of Sicily, which 

relates how a proud king was humbled by divine power. 

Of all the saints whose deeds were dramatized in 

England, St. George and St. Catherine were the most popular. 

St. Catherine, heroine of the eleventh-century Dunstable 

play, was the subject of a London play in 1393 and of a 

Coventry play in 1490-1. In addition, she appeared, "with 

tres tormentors," as the last pageant of the Corpus Christi 

procession in Hereford in 1440. Long after the Reformation 

the famous Shrewsbury Show included a tableau by the Barbers 

on St. Catherine. Although St. Catherine's early popularity 

was largely due to her patronage of scholars, the torture-

wheel associated with her and its sensational destruction 

by an angel were probably the features that made her a 

favorite in the drama of the late Middle Ages. 

St. George, as the patron saint of England and the 

legendary killer of a dragon, appeared in a number of plays 

and pageants, although from the records it is not always 

easy to ascertain whether these were saint's plays or folk-

plays. A drama referred to in the churchwardens' accounts 

of Bassingbourne as a play "of the holy martyr St. George" 

7 was probably a true saint's play. It was acted in a field 

7. Chambers, 2:338. 
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on the feast of St. Margaret, and the expenses, which were 

considerable, were shared by twenty-seven neighboring 

villages. St. George became the champion of English 

knighthood during the Third Crusade in the late twelfth 

century, before which time he had been known only for his 

0 martyrdom. The St. George legend, in which the saint saves 

a king's daughter from a dragon, leads the dragon back to 

the king's palace with the girl's girdle about its neclc, 

and converts the kingdom to Christianity, was popularized 

in many legendaries. A typical romantic saint's legend, 

the story of St. George's adventures is related to the 

romance of Sir Bevis of Hamtoun as well as to the myth of 

Perseus. The martyrdom of St. George was inflicted by 

Diocletian in Rome and involved his being crushed by a 

millstone, thrown into a burning lime-kiln, beaten until 

his intestines could be seen, poisoned, and finally be-
J 

headed. St. George plays were also performed at Lydd 
q 

(Kent), New Romney, Chester, and Coventry. The folk-plays 

of St. George have little to do with the saint's-play 

tradition but involve a procession of historical-legendary 

figures including St. George and his dragon, a general 

slaughter of everyone, and a resurrection by the agency of 

8. John E. Matzke, "The Legend of St. George," 
PMLA 12 (1904):449; see also Chambers, The English Folk 
Play (Oxford, 1933), pp. 170-74. 

9. Chambers, 2:383, 386; F. M. Salter, Mediaeval 
Drama in Chester (Toronto, 1955), p. 22. 
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a comic doctor."^ Craig (p. 330) suggests that these 

plays may represent survivals of medieval saint's plays in 

a degenerated form. From the archetypal motifs of death 

and rebirth, or the conflict of summer and winter, it would 

appear that the plays in some form go back to rituals far 

older than the medieval drama and that they legitimized 

themselves in Christian times by exchanging whatever 

ancient heroes they once had for respectable saintly and 

historical personages. 

As was the case with the saint's drama as a whole, 

most of the records of British plays refer to well-known 

saints. Braintree (Essex) had a play of St. Andrew, whose 

cult had been observed in England long before the Conquest, 

as instanced by the dedication to St. Andrew of 637 

11 medieval English churches. The saint's adventures among 

the Maneaters should have made exciting drama. The play of 
% 

St. Christina at Bethersden (Kent) in 1522 was probably a 

martyrdom, for the saint is chiefly famous for having felt 

such mystical fervor at her death, despite hundreds of 

tortures, that she voluntarily threw herself into fires and 

12 boiling cauldrons. A mysterious play of "St. Crytyan" at 

10. See Chambers, The English Folk Play, pp. 3-13 
and passim. 

11. Anderson, p. 204. 

12. Gerould, p. 289. 
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13 Coventry in 1505 may have dealt with the same saint. St. 

James was the subject of a fifteenth-century play at 

Lincoln and of another at York, the latter being bequeathed 

in a will by a chaplain, William Revetour, to the Gild of 

Corpus Christi. Also mentioned in a will as valuable 

property was the "Ludum oreginale Sancti Dionisii" (the 

original copy of a play on St. Dionysius) left by the 

14 parish clerk of York to his parish church in 1455. 

Ever since Chambers (2:32) found it "curious" that 

there is no record of an English parallel to the St. 

Nicholas plays, scholarship has been at work to unearth 

references to such plays. Carleton Brown in a Trinity 

College, Cambridge, manuscript (B 14.39) found a homily for 

the feast of St. Nicholas that mentioned a play: 

Yf ye wollet stille ben 
in this pleye ye mowen isen 

He believes the reference is to a dramatized miracle. 

Another St. Nicholas reference found by A. Stuart Brown in 

the accounts of the parish church of St. Nicholas at Great 

Yarmouth, Norfolk, mentions income received for performances 

16 by "game players" in the church. Anderson (pp. 195-6) 

13. M. Dormer Harris, "St. Christian Miracle Play," 
N&Q. 10th ser., 11 (1909):230. 

14. Manly, "The Miracle Play," p. 135. 

15. "An Early Mention of a St. Nicholas Play in 
England," SP 28 (1931):594. 

16. "The Theatre in Yarmouth," TN 4 (1950):54. 
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believes English church art depicting St. Nicholas and his 

miracles suggests the influence of the drama. In Aberdeen 

there was a Riding on St. Nicholas' Day and the good saint, 

who was patron of the city, also appeared in the Candlemas 

17 plays. At Glasgow University in 1462 provision was made 

for an "interludium" for the feast of the Translation of 

18 St. Nicholas to be staged by masters and students. 

Theophilus (or Theophile, the subject of Rutebeuf's 

play) appears in no English play, but in view of the 

prevalence of his legend, his appearance in English church 

art, and especially because of a semi-dramatic English poem 

about him, there is justification for including him here. 

19 The poem of Theophilus is written almost entirely in 

dialogue or soliloquy with the briefest narrative. The 

manner in which it is constructed and the movement of the 

characters is so essentially dramatic that most readers 

will agree with Gerould (p. 252) that it was either based 

on a play or represents "a conscious attempt at dramatic 

form." 

17. Anna J. Mill, Mediaeval Plays in Scotland 
(Edinburgh, 1927), pp. 17-19. 

18. Mill, p. 116. 

19. W. Heuser, ed., "Eine neue mittelenglische 
Version der Theophilus-sage," Enqlische Studien 32 (1903) :1-
23. Citations are to Heuser's page and stanza numbers. 
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Simpler than Rutebeuf's play, the English poem has 

but four characters, Theophilus (called Tyofle), a Jew, the 

Devil, and the Virgin. (There is no mention of the Bishop 

who appears in the French play.) Two opening stanzas 

represent a prologue, introduced by the words, "listenyth 

bothe grete <& smale" (5:1), and the audience is told that 

Tyofle was a prominent and wealthy archdeacon. Tyofle's 

first speech has elements of the traditional boasting speech 

of medieval drama, for he declares: 

Now wil I walken on my pleyeng, 
Ne dred I nothir duk ne kyng, 
Erel, knyght, baron ne bond. (6:8) 

The poet explains in two stanzas that Tyofle lost 

all his wealth and became desperate. Tyofle's lament which 

follows is overheard by a Jew (instead of the Moslem of the 

French play) who counsels that the archdeacon go into the 

service of his master, "that hatte satan" (9:24). The Jew 

goes "north" to Hell, makes the arrangement with Satan, and 

returns to Tyofle, who after some discussion agrees to visit 

the prince of Hell. When he and Satan have come to terms, 

Tyofle signs a contract with his blood and kneels in fealty 

to his new lord. Returning (apparently on horseback) he 

experiences a miraculous warning very much like the 

experience of St. Paul on the road to Damascus: 

And as tyofle rod, he herde a steuyn 
I wis it was a voys of heuyn 
that lghtte adoun to ground. 
A word ther was sayd: reuertere. 
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Whan he it herde, he fel on kne 
On swounying in that stounde. (16:68) 

Tyofle immediately repents and prays the Virgin to assist 

him. She comes "Doun fro the blysse of heuynne" (17:76), 

assuring him that God's mercy will save him. The Virgin 

then goes to find Satan and, after a lengthy debate with 

him, seizes the charter and brings it back to Tyofle, 

returning promptly to Heaven. Tyofle addresses the 

listeners, asking "like synful man" to hear him, and 

states the doctrinal message, in the course of which he 

says he will sing a song, Te deum laudamus. 

A possible dramatic relationship is indicated, not 

only by the action, the direct address to listeners, the 

boasting speeches, the debate, and other conventions, but 

also by the following possible references to staging: (1) 

The Jew, addressing Satan, says: "Meystir & syre, wel thu 

be, / ther thu sittist in thi se" (12:41). One may compare 

many similar references in dialogue of plays to characters 

sitting on scaffolds. For instance, in The Pride of Life 

we find: "Sire Bisschop, thou sittist on thi se" (323). 

(2) The word "Place" is used in Tyofle's prayer to the 

Virgin for help: "Now, swete moder & lady of grace, / thu 

sende me thin help in this place" (17:73). (3) Satan seems 

to refer to the presence of an audience when he tells 

Tyofle: "Red here that chartre anon / Beforn thise men 

euery chon / that thei moun bere ther of witnesse" (13:50). 
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Only Tyofle and Satan are mentioned in the poem as being 

present when the charter is signed. 

However one may wish to assess its relationship to 

the English medieval drama, this poem gives us an idea of 

what an English dramatized miracle must have been like. 

Several questions arise: Was the poet working from recol

lections of a play he had seen? Was he merely reflecting 

the general influence of the English medieval drama upon 

poetry? Or was he a playwright turning his talents to 

narrative poetry? The last possibility seems to me the 

most likely explanation for the poem of "Tyofle." Added 

evidence for the prevalence in England of the Theophilus 

legend is its appearance in the thirteenth-century glass of 

Lincoln cathedral. Four scenes are presented in manner 

which M. D. Anderson (p. 186) believes to be suggestive of 

dramatic influence: Theophilus asking the Jew to introduce 

him to the Devil; the Devil in a lordly attitude accepting 

the homage and the contract from a kneeling Theophilus; the 

Virgin snatching the scroll; and Theophilus showing the 

scroll to the Bishop. Neither the poem nor the glass is in 

the nature of proof, but it seems entirely possible some 

English playwright made use of this well-known story. 

That patriotism was not one of the motives behind 

the saint's drama is evident from the scarcity of records 

on native saints. As on the Continent, the great majority 

of the plays in England dramatize the lives or miracles of 
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the famous martyrs and the saints with special intercessary 

powers. Only four records of the deeds of natives survive. 

St. Thomas a Becket, of course, was not only a national but 

an international hero of the church, and Canterbury held an 

annual pageant on the day of his martyrdom, December 29th, 

records of which run from 1504-5 well into the reign of 

Queen Elizabeth. Although the representation involved a 

pageant-wagon, numerous characters, and an enactment of the 

martyrdom, Chambers (2:344-5) is doubtless correct in con

sidering it simply a dumb-show. At King's Lynn, an inter

lude of St. Thomas the Martyr is mentioned in records of 

1385, while at Norwich the gild of St. Thomas had a proces

sion and played interludes. That is all there is in the 

way of recorded plays about England's most famous saint 

(unless mention is made of a lost post-reformation play by 

the Protestant propagandist John Bale entitled De Imposturis 

Thomae Becketi). Chambers records that at Braintree, Essex, a 

play of St. Swithin was acted in the church in 1523 (2;342). 

The cult of this saint was largely concerned with numerous 

miracles attributed to him, especially in connection with 

the translation of his relics. The play might have 

dramatized the translation, which occurred after a poor 

laborer had a vision instructing him to see that the 

saint's bones were taken into the church. St. Swithin's 

historical existence as a chaplain and counselor to King 

Egbert of the West Saxons and his tenure as Bishop of 
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Winchester probably did not offer the type of dramatic 

material a saint's-play author looked for. For the third 

play on a native saint we must look to Scotland, where the 

Candlemas pageants from 1442 onwards include one of "Our 

lady Sancte Bride, Sancte Helone, Joseph, and alsmony 

20 squiarez as thai may," to be furnished by the Tailors. 

St. Bride, or Bridget, had a splendidly romantic and 

exciting history, but one is hard put to it to see how any 

play could have included the Virgin, St. Bride, St. Helen, 

and St. Joseph. Whether these Aberdeen Candlemas 

"offerands" were plays or not is a question which has not 

21 been settled. The Cornish Saint Meriasek is also a play 

on a local saint. 

Among the few obscure saints to appear in the 

English saint's drama were St. Feliciana and St. Sabina, 

22 whose martyrdom was played at Shrewsbury in 1516. 

Nothing much is known of them except that they were 

martyred in Rome, and one must presume the Shrewsbury play 

was one of varied tortures. 

There has been considerable scholarly speculation 

about the dearth of dramatized miracles of the Virgin in 

20. Mill, p. 116. 

21. See Chambers, 2:33; Mill, pp. 65-6. 

22. Chambers, 2:394. 
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23 England. It is generally agreed that their texts must 

have been destroyed through the zeal of Reformation 

iconoclasts. In the suppression of the monasteries and the 

dispersal or destruction of libraries many such plays 

probably perished. The parish church of St. Dunstan's, 

Canterbury, for instance, had a library of fifty books, 

including twelve religious plays, ̂  and there are many 

records referring to books of "miracles" in parish or 

25 monastic libraries, some of which must have been plays. 

There are, however, two fragmentary texts, Dux Moraud and 

The Pride of Life, as well as an inset miracle of the 

Virgin in the Cornish Saint Meriasek. all of which will be 

discussed in later chapters. It is worth pointing out also 

that a play called by a saint's name may still be a miracle 

of the Virgin; as we have seen, the French Miracles de 

Notre Dame included saint's lives. Although the records of 

English plays do not appear to offer any dramatized 

miracles, there is really no way of knowing because of the 

diversity of the genre. In this connection, although it 

has never been seen as a miracle of the Virgin, Lydgate's 

Mumming at Windsor tells the same legend of St. Clotilda, 

23. Craig, p. 334; Gardiner, p. x; Gerould, p. 
207; Anderson, p. 186; Baskervill, p. 43. 

24. J. M. Cowper, Accounts of the Churchwardens of 
St. Dunstan's Canterbury (London, 1885), pp. 27-8; 
Gardiner, p. 55. 

25. Gardiner, pp. 55-6. 
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King Clovis, St. Remigius, and the hermit used in the 

miracle of Notre Dame entitled Le Roy Clovis (7:193-277). 

The mumming was done for the boy King, Henry VI, and is 

introduced by a poet who tells the King that he will learn 

why he bears the fleur-de-lys in his coat-of-arms. The 

story of King Clovis»s conversion follows, including the 

appearance of an angel with the coat of arms and a dove 

with the holy ampulla. When he has told the narrative, the 

poet says that the story of the fleur-de-lys will now "be 

shewed in thyne heghe presense. / And that thy noble, royal 

Excellence / Lyste to supporte, here sitting in thy see. / 

2 6 Right as it fell this myracle to see." 

Concerning the type of saint's play that comes 

close to being a secular romance two records are preserved: 

King Robert of Sicily, already mentioned, was referred to 

as an old play in Chester in 1529, and a play of the same 

title is on the Lincoln records for 1452-53. The legend, 

the subject of an English metrical romance, relates that 

because King Robert was a proud and arrogant man, an angel 

was sent down from heaven to sit on his throne in his like

ness. Unrecognized by his own retainers and laughed at by 

the people, the King cannot get his kingdom back until he 

learns humility. Chambers says the Chester play is probably 

the same one referred to in a fragmentary letter "as to be 

26. The Minor Poems of John Lydgate. ed. Henry 
Noble McCracken, Part 1, EETS, e.s. 192 (London, 1934):691. 
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played on St. Peter's day at the cost of some of the 

companies." He continues, "It was said to be 'not newe at 

thys time but hath bin before shewen, evyn as longe agoe as 

the reygne of his highnes most gratious father of blyssyd 

memorye, and yt was penned by a godly clerke'" (2:356). 

Kolve observes that—were it not for the letter, which he 

has been unable to track down—he would think it likely 

that the Chester play was performed by a traveling troupe, 

"because the subject is good for a short play" (p. 24). 

Because of the interest generated by Manly in the 

saint's play as romance, both King Robert of Sicily and the 

other recorded romantic saint's play, A play of Placidas 

alias St. Eustace performed at Braintree in 1534, have 

received considerable notice. St. Eustace, a Roman general, 

was converted to Christianity, according to his legend, 

when he saw a stag with a crucifix between its horns. 

After becoming a Christian he lost his property and his 

family and had to live by hard labor. Though at last he 

was restored to his wife and children, he suffered martyr

dom soon after. This tale is thematically related to the 

romance of Isumbras in that both heroes are wealthy and 

proud, both go hunting and receive a sign from Heaven (Sir 

Isumbras is warned by an angel), and both endure hardships 

and adventures. Isumbras, however, is not martyred but 

rejoins his family at last. J. E. Wells calls this motif, 

Man Tried by Fate, a masculine parallel of the Calumniated 
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27 Wife. Both King Robert of Sicily and St. Eustace were 

typical romantic saint's plays, like Stella. Rosana. or the 

French miracle of Notre Dame about St. Alexius. They are 

characterized by a courtly background, trials, sufferings, 

voyages, wars, partings and reunions, and the motif of 

endurance. 

A brief account of saint's plays in the rest of the 

British Isles will conclude this survey of the prevalence 

of the genre and the type of material it dramatized. In 

Scotland, the Aberdeen Corpus Christi pageants included an 

array of saints: St. "Bestian" (Sebastian) and his tor

mentors, St. Lawrence and his tormentors, St. Stephen and 

his tormentors, St. Martin, St. Nicholas, St. John, St. 

George, the Resurrection, and the Coronation of Our Lady. 

As Chambers says (2:333): these pageants cannot have formed 

a cycle. Some of them may have been, like the enactment of 

St. Thomas's martyrdom at Canterbury, dumbshows rather than 

plays. At Edinburgh in June, 155 3, and Uphaly Day, 1554-55, 

scaffolds were built for the representation of dramatized 

miracles, and in Ayr the town subsidized "clerk plays," 

2 8 some of which were probably saint's plays. At Perth all 

the records of what seems to have been considerable drama 

have been lost, except for a saint's play by the Hammermen 

27. A Manual of the Writings in Middle English, 
1050-1400 (New Haven, 1916), pp. 112-14. 

28. Mill, p. 75. 



106 

on St. Erasmus, referred to in the records of that gild in 

1518. The martyrdom of the saint was realistically enacted 

by a Cord-drawer and three Tormentors. Anna Mill (p. 69) 

says the Corpus Christi play at Perth, according to the 

records of the Hammermen, seems to have included a Creation 

and Fall into which St. Eloy, the patron of the Hammermen , 

was somehow fitted. The curious conjunction of the Virgin, 

St. Helen, and St. Bride in the Aberdeen Candlemas play has 

already been mentioned. From a costume and property inven

tory of St. Mary's Church in Dundee dating about the mid-

fifteenth century comes a list of properties suggestive of 

saint's plays but possibly used only in mimed pageants. It 

includes St. Thomas's spear, a corpse for St. Blasis, St. 

John's coat, a cradle and three "barnes" (bairns) made of 

29 cloth, St. Catherine's wheel, and St. Barbara's castle. 

Irish medieval drama requires little space, for the 

best evidence indicates that the customary Dublin celebra

tions on Corpus Christi and St. George's day were pageants, 

30 probably with dumbshow, rather than plays. The list of 

gild pageants presented by the Dublin Corporation in 1528 

for the entertainment of the then Lord Deputy Piers Butler, 

Earl of Ossory, includes Adam and Eve by the Tailors, 

Crispin and Crispinianus by the Shoemakers, Bacchus and his 

29. Mill, pp. 172-3. 

30. William Smith Clark, The Early Irish Stage 
(Oxford, 1955), p. 15. 
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story by the Vintners, Joseph and Mary by the Carpenters, 

Vulcan and "what related to him" by the Smiths, "the 

comedy of Ceres, the goddess of corn" by (of course) the 

Bakers, and the Passion of Christ and the Deaths of the 

31 Apostles by the Priors of three local churches. Although 

the word "plays" is mentioned in the account, and the 

staging was not on wagons but on "a platform erected east 

of the city wall in Hoggan Green," Clark feels quite sure 

they were merely mimed pageants from the usual gild Corpus 

Christi procession. The St. George procession, details of 

which come from an ordinance of 1564, also appears to have 

been only a procession. Among the requirements are MA maid 

well apparelled to lead the Dragon" and "a good line for 

the Dragon."" 2̂ 

The Cornish drama, written in the Cornish language, 

preserves two long religious plays, Saint Meriasek and the 

Ordinalia, one a saint's play and the other a scriptural 

cycle loaded with elements from the saint's drama. These 

will be discussed in later chapters. In addition, there is 

a Cornish play of The Creation of the World dating from the 

31. Clark, pp. 14-15. 

32. Clark, p. 13. 
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sixteenth century which borrows heavily from the first play 

33 of the Ordinalia. 

All the extant English saint's plays, and the 

Cornish plays as well, were staged by the Place-and-scaffold 

method. This type of medieval outdoor theater, as recon-

34 structed by Richard Southern, employed a round platea 

or Place surrounded by scaffolds. The Place was surrounded 

by an earthwork "hill" and the hill in turn by a ditch. 

The ditch, often filled with water, resulted from the 

digging necessary to make the hill. One such earthwork 

theater, or "round" exists at St. Just in Cornwall with a 

Place 125 feet in diameter and a surrounding hill 7 feet 

high. 

The Macro manuscript of The Castle of Perseverance 

35 includes a diagram of a round. It shows a castle in the 

middle of the Place and sites the scaffolds on the perim

eter. A legend states that if hill-and-ditch construction 

is not feasible, the Place should be "strongly barred all 

about." The hill had the two-fold purpose of providing 

33. Grweans an Bys: The Creation of the World, ed. 
and tr. Whitley Stokes (Berlin, 1864). Because its legend
ary themes are much the same as those of Oriqo Mundi, the 
first play of the Ordinalia, it will not be discussed here. 

34. The Medieval Theatre in the Round (Oxford, 
1957). 

35. Reproduced by Southern, p. 18, and (in print 
facsimile) by Adams, p. 264. 
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elevated seats or stands for the audience and, in cases 

where admission was charged, of preventing those who had 

not paid from seeing the show. Therefore, if there was no 

hill, the alternative was to construct a barrier of wood or 

woven wattles around the Place. Pictorial evidence for 

such an outdoor theater is found in the well-known Fouquet 

miniature, which shows the martyrdom of St. Apollonia being 

played in the Place-and-scaffold mode, the Place being 

3 6 surrounded by a basket-work fence, rather than a hill. 

Evidence for Place-and-scaffold staging also appears in 

diagrams in the manuscripts of the Cornish Ordinalia and of 

St. Meriasek. The diagrams simply present circles indi

cating the scaffolds for each days' performance. 

The Place could be entered by a single entrance 

through the hill (or barrier), or by two entrances placed 

opposite each other. The scaffolds were situated in a ring 

around the Place, possibly at the foot of the sloping hill 

or on the hill itself. They were simply constructed of 

four cornerposts about 16 feet high, joined by a floor set 

about 8 feet above the ground. The upper part was roofed 

and covered by cloth on three sides, the lower part being 

open. Some scaffolds had transverse curtains in front for 

concealment. (In The Pride of Life the King asks a servant 

to close the curtains.) Scaffolds for Heaven and Hell are 

36. Reproduced by Southern, Plates Nos. 3, 4, 
and 5. 
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needed in many saint's plays. The Fouquet miniature shows 

a Hell scaffold with a hell mouth below, yawning to receive 

sinners, and a demon standing on the floor of the scaffold 

above it; Heaven- in the same miniature has a draped chair 

of state. There was, for the most part, no attempt at 

scenic representation. Chairs for dignitaries .and an 

occasional table or bed as required by the action are in 

general the only pieces of furniture in the scaffolds. 

Hand properties might include utensils for food and drink, 

weapons, instruments of torture, and the like. 

A ladder, stair, or ramp provided access to the 

Place for the actors, who played almost as much on the 

ground as in their scaffolds. Characters to whom no 

scaffold was assigned entered the Place from the outside, 

played their episode either in the Place or in the scaffold 

of another character, and went out of the Place. In the 

Croxton Play of the Sacrament the comic Doctor and his Boy 

enter the Place and act their scene there without going up 

into a scaffold until the end, when they knock at the 

"door" of Jonathas and are thrown out by his servants. 

After their scene they leave the Place. 

The audience not only sat or stood on the hill but 

crowded around the scaffolds in the Place, moving as the 

action shifted from one scaffold to another. Men with 

staves (called "stytelerys" in the legend accompanying 

Castle of Perseverance plan) opened a way through the 
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audience for the actors. The Fouquet miniature shows 

spectators crowding around the actors who are playing a 

scene of torture. In the background, spectators can be 

seen standing under the scaffolds. 

The legends for The Castle of Perseverance appear 

to suggest the construction of a hill-and-ditch theater 

expressly for this play. Once built, however, such a 

theater probably served for many years, as is evidenced by 

the preservation of the round at St. Just. Where round 

structures built originally for some other purpose were 

available, they were doubtless put into service too. 

Perran Round at Perranzabuloe, Cornwall, an Iron Age hill 

fort, is an earthwork round with a ditch outside and two 

entrances. Obviously it would be ideal for Place-and-

scaffold plays and was probably so used. Richard Hosley 

also cites ruined Roman theaters and amphitheaters as well 

37 adapted for staging in-the-round. 

Saint's plays were also presented in churches, as 

the records cited earlier in this chapter testify. Since 

no such plays have been preserved one must assume that 

scaffolds were built in the nave and that the floor served 

(as it did in the liturgical drama) for the platea or 

Place. For some late saint's plays produced in churches 

booth stages might have been employed. This mode of 

37. "Forms of Outdoor Production of the Medieval 
English Drama," SQ 21 (1970). 
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production uses a single large platform mounted on trestles 

or barrels, with a curtained booth at the back to serve as 

a tiring-house for the actors. 

The order in which the plays are treated in the 

following chapters bears no relationship to dating, which 

cannot be positively determined, nor to evolution, which is 

a theory of doubtful application to literature, but simply 

represents the most convenient sequence for a presentation 

of themes, motifs, and conventions. Questions about dating 

and the growth of the genre will of course be brought up in 

the discussion of individual plays. 

The Conversion of St. Paul, considered first, is a 

rather short and simple play dramatizing a single episode 

from a saint's life and based, except for comic episodes, 

upon scripture. Mary Magdalene (Chapter VI), a longer, more 

elaborate romantic play, dramatizes the entire adult life 

of the heroine, using both scriptural and legendary sources. 

The Play of the Sacrament (Chapter VII) is a dramatized 

miracle of the Host, based upon wholly legendary material 

from the homiletic tradition. Two fragmentary plays, Dux 

Moraud and The Pride of Life are considered together in 

Chapter VIII because both are probably dramatized miracles 

of the Virgin. Finally, the Cornish play, Saint Meriasek 

presents the entire life of one saint from childhood to 

death, as well as several episodes from the life of another 
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quite unrelated saint and a dramatized miracle of the 

Virgin. It fittingly brings the group of plays to a close 

because it is a romantic, far-ranging drama based upon 

pseudo-history, legend, and homiletic material. The final 

chapters discuss elements and motifs of the saint's play to 

be found in the English and Cornish scriptural cycles, 

post-Reformation plays about saints, and the influence of 

the saint's play on English Renaissance drama. 

Although the extant texts of English saint's plays, 

including fragments, number only six, they represent all 

the major types found in the continental saint's drama. 

The chief deficiency is in plays emphasizing martyrdom. 

However, although from the point of view of literary history 

the loss of any drama is to be regretted, plays involving 

martyrdoms are probably, of all the kinds of saint's plays, 

those the modern reader would most willingly do without. 
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THE DIGBY CONVERSION OF SAINT PAUL 

The Conversion of Saint Paul,'*' a play preserved in 

a manuscript once in the possession of Sir Kenelm Digby, 

deals with a subject that was popular in medieval drama and 

preaching throughout Europe. The miraculous event was the 

theme of a liturgical drama at the monastery of S. Benoit-

sur-Loire (or Fleury) in the thirteenth century and of 

vernacular saint's plays in France, Italy, and Spain in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Although a playwright 

today, if he were to dramatize St. Paul's career, would 

presumably emphasize his tremendous intellectual force, his 

rabbinical training, and his crucial importance to the 

spread of Christianity in the West, the medieval playwright 

centered upon the miraculous metamorphosis of Saul the 

sinner into Paul the saint. Had St. Paul never been con

verted, the history of Christianity might have been 

unimaginably different, but for the medieval layman the 

lesson emphasized on the feast of the Conversion of St. 

1. F. J. Furnivall, ed., The Digby Plays. EETS, 
e.s. 70 (London, 1896, repr. 1967), pp. 25-52; Adams, 
pp. 212-224; Karl Schmidt, "Die Digby Spiele," Anglia 8 
(1885):371-404. Citations are to Furnivall. 

114 
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Paul, celebrated January 25, was his change from evil to 

good. Jacob de Voragine writes in the Golden Legend: 

And three reasons been assigned wherefore the con
version of S. Paul is hallowed more than of other 
saints. First for the ensample, because that no 
sinner, whatsomever he be, should despair of pardon, 
when he seeth him that was in so great sin to be in 
so great joy. Secondly for the joy, for like as 
the church had great sorrow in this persecution, so 
had she great joy in his conversion. Thirdly, for 
the miracle that our Lord showed when of one so 
cruel a persecutor was made so true a preacher. 

This is the emphasis of all the plays on St. Paul's 

conversion: the protagonist is regularly a cruel, boasting 

tyrant who, struqk down by divine lightning, becomes 

penitent and humbly accepts his role as an apostle of the 

new faith. Dramatically the subject is attractive because, 

instead of the monotony of an invariably pious hero, change 

is made possible and a development of character. St. Paul, 

for the purposes of medieval drama at least, is related 

thematically to Mary Magdalene, for both of these scriptural 

characters were chosen by Christ despite their sinful 

3 antecedents. Explaining the significance of the Conver

sion of St. Paul, Mirk in his Festial uses words which 

could just as well be applied to Mary Magdalene: 

2. The Golden Legend: or Lives of the Saints as 
Englished by William Caxton. ed. F. S. Ellis (London. 
1900), 2:280. 

3. Helen M. Garth, Saint Mary Magdalene in 
Medieval Literature. Johns Hopkins University Studies in 
Historical and Political Science 67 (1950), p. 75. 
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God ys soo gracyous yn hymselfe, that he woll that 
no man be lorne; but he woll that all men and 
woymen ben sauet. Wherfor, yn hegh ensampull and 
confort to all synfull, he settuth Seynt Paule to 
loken on. For thagh a man other woman haue don 
neuer so moch a synne or lyued so curset a lyfe, 
yf he woll taken ensampull of Seynt Paule, that 
ys, leue pryde and be meke, leue synne and be 
bysy to amende, then schall he make God and all 
the Court of Heuen make moche mor myrthe yn Heuen 
of his conuercyon, then dothe holy chyrch yn erth 
of Paules Conuersyon.^ 

The manuscript of the English play, The Conversion 

of Saint Paul, was believed by Furnivall to date from 

between 1485 and 1495. Recent examination of the manu

script by D. C. Baker and J. L. Murphy, however, indicates 

that it dates from the second decade of the sixteenth 

5 century. The play was copied in the main by one scribe, 

but the comic episode of Bellyall and Mercury is inter

polated on three sheets written in a later, mid-Tudor hand. 

Although the play itself may be older than the manuscript, 

it could possibly date from the early sixteenth century. 

The Conversion of Saint Paul and other plays in the Digby 

manuscript bear the name of Myles Blomefylde (b. 1525) of 

Bury St. Edmonds in Suffolk, and it is the suggestion of 

Baker and Murphy that the Digby plays may derive from the 

monastery at Bury. They also suggest that the comic 

4. John Mirk, Festial: A Collection of Homilies, 
ed. Theodor Erbe, EETS e.s. 96 (London, 1905) , p. 55. 

5. "The Late Medieval Plays of MS. Digby 133: 
Scribes, Dates, and Early History," RORD 10 (1967):153-66. 
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Bellyall episode, inserted in the play some twenty or 

thirty years after the work of the original scribe, might 

have been added in order to refurbish the play during the 

reign of Queen Mary (p. 163). Furnivall supposed that the 

audience must have found the play dull and that therefore a 

later reviser spiced it up with deviltry in order "to carry 

off the weight of Paul's Sermon on the Seven Deadly Sins 

which followed" (p. x). Whenever it was written and for 

whatever purpose, the Bellyall episode is part of the play 

as it has come down to us and has, as I hope to show, more 

relevance to the drama as a whole than Furnivall allowed. 

The main stress of criticism on Saint Paul over the 

years has been on its alleged derivation from liturgical 

drama. Because there is a liturgical play on this subject 
g 

in the Fleury playbook, it is assumed that the play from 

the Digby manuscript, written two centuries later and in 

English, must be descended from the Fleury play or from one 

like it that may have been presented in an English church. 

Although there is no record of a liturgical play on this 

subject in England, there may well have been such a play. 

Craig, after discussing the Fleury play, says: 

This summary of the plot comes from the Fleury 
play, but it might have come from the late 
English play we have under consideration Ci.e., 
The Conversion of Saint Paul], which is in the 
serious action, exactly the same as the Latin 

6. Young, 2:219-224; Adams, pp. 51-4. 
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play. In spite of the lapse of time and of 
amplification and degeneration the descent of 
the English play from the liturgical play is 
clear. (p. 312) 

Anderson, pursuing the same trail, says the action of the 

Digby Conversion of St. Paul "follows closely the arrange

ments of such a play in the Pleury Play Book" (p. 197). 

The theory that there is a liturgical "core" in any 

medieval play dealing with a subject treated in liturgical 

drama is part and parcel of the accepted view of the evolu

tion of medieval drama within the church established by 

Chambers, Young, and other scholars many years ago. While 

no one has successfully challenged the basic assumption 

that medieval religious drama had its beginnings in the 

Quern quaeritis trope, it does not inevitably follow that 

every religious play represents the accretions of centuries 

upon an original liturgical play. In dramatizing material 

from scripture, medieval playwrights all tended to follow 

pretty closely the outlines of the main action as described 

7 in the Bible. The author of the Digby play on St. Paul, 

consulting scripture for his basic plot line, did not need 

7. Citations in this and other chapters to the 
English scriptural cycles are to the following editions: 
The Chester Plays, ed. H. Deimling and G. W. Matthews, EETS 
e.s. 62, 115 (London, 1893-1916); Ludus Coventriae, ed. K. 
S. Block, EETS e.s. 120 (London, 1922); The Towneley Plays, 
ed. G. England and A. W. Pollard, EETS e.s. 71 (London, 
1897); York Plays, ed. Lucy Toulmin Smith (Oxford, 1885). 
I have followed the practice of many modern writers in 
referring to Ludus Coventriae as the N-Town Cycle and The 
Towneley Plays as the Wakefield Cycle. 



119 

a liturgical play or even the memory of one he might have 

seen, for the Acts of the Apostles (9:1-28) clearly present 

the episodes that are needed. Medieval playwrights almost 

never resorted to narration or dialogue to explain previous 

action, and therefore any play on St. Paul's conversion 

would have had to begin at Jerusalem, move forward along 

the road to Damascus, and then present episodes in 

Damascus. The Fleury playwright did it that way, as did 

many later playwrights because that is how it went in Acts. 

The English play, The Conversion of Saint Paul, 

follows the scriptural indication of the action, but it 

does not "closely" follow the Fleury play, nor is it 

"exactly the same," as the following points of comparison 

will indicate: 

1. Both plays begin in Jerusalem with a declaration by 

Saul of his enmity towards the Christians, but the 

Fleury play has Saul direct his soldiers to seize 

some Christians immediately. The soldiers go and 

return with two prisoners. The Digby play has no 

such action. 

2. Saul rides a horse to Damascus in the Digby play; 

the Fleury Saul walks. 

3. Although in Fleury Saul's blindness is made clear 

on the road to Damascus, it is not referred to 

again in speeches or stage directions. In Digby, 

as in scripture, Christ tells Ananias to restore 
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Saul's sight, and when Ananias goes to Saul, the 

latter says: "Lord, thou hast sent me my syght 

agayne" (300). 

4. The Digby Ananias baptizes Saul; the Fleury Ananias 

does not. 

5. In the Latin play there are two sets of high 

priests, a pair in Jerusalem, another pair in 

Damascus; they are not referred to by name. The 

English play has only one set of priests, who are 

called Anna and Caypha. 

6. In the Fleury play, the high priests of Damascus 

hear Paul's sermon and order the city gates closed. 

In the Digby play there is a confrontation between 

Paul and the high priests after the sermon. Paul 

is brought before Anna and Caypha and declares his 

belief in Christ, slipping away before he can be 

arrested. Only then is the order given to close 

the city. 

There are of course many amplifications in the English play 

that are not present or to be expected in a liturgical play 

most of these additions—the speeches of the soldiers, the 

comic scene of Paul's servant and the ostler, and the 

Bellyall episode—follow the same traditions one finds in 

the English scriptural cycles. Some of these traditions 

without doubt existed in the lost early saint's drama of 

England and were employed by the writers of the cycle-plays 



121 

Although the author of the Digby play might once have seen 

a liturgical play on the Conversion of St. Paul, it seems 

more likely that when he went to work he used the Acts of 

the Apostles for his primary source and the technique of a 

flourishing native dramatic tradition to guide him in his 

expansion. Moreover, classifying the play as liturgically-

derived does not by any means explain it as drama but simply 

sets up a category. Although comparison with the Fleury 

play may be useful, equally useful will be comparison with 

European vernacular plays on the same subject and with 

English scriptural drama. 

In the treatment of Biblical characters, the addi

tion of new characters, and the development of brief 

scriptural episodes into dramatic dialogue, the author of 

The Conversion of Saint Paul profited by a century of 

scriptural drama in England. His subject was, as far as 

we know, never treated in English creation-to-doomsday 

cycles, but if it had been, the treatment would probably 

have turned out something like that of the Digby play. At 

the beginning of the Digby Saint Paul the protagonist is 

seen as a persecutor of Christians; he therefore falls into 

the category of "tyrant" and presents himself with the 

words: 

Most dowtyd man, I am lyuyng vpon the ground, 
goodly besene with many a riche garlement. 
my pere on lyue I trow ys nott found, 
thorow the world, fro the oryent to the occydent. 

(15-18) 
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Herod proclaims himself similarly in the N-Town 

play of the Adoration of the Magi: 

As a lord in ryalte in non Regyon so ryche 
And rulere of all remys I ryde in ryal a-ray 
There is no lord of land in lordchep to me lyche. 

(1-3) 

As Herod swears "be gloryous mahownd" (38) in the N-Town 

play, so Saul vows "By the god bellyall" (29) to hunt down 

the followers of Christ. The writer of Saint Paul has 

introduced Anna and Caypha, well-known to the cycle-play 

audiences as the high priests who condemned Jesus, although 

in the scriptural story of the conversion the high priests 

of Jerusalem are not named. Bringing in these two well-

hated characters guaranteed a reaction from the audience 

even before they spoke a word. 

Like the soldiery of the scriptural cycles, Saul's 

two retainers are loyal only because their master has 

power. As soon as he becomes a Christian they manifest 

their low nature by informing on him to the high priests. 

There are few admirable soldiers in the medieval drama. As 

in the cycle-plays, the introduction of servants enables 

the playwright to provide a diverting comic scene. Saul's 

Servus is a witty fellow, given to scatological humor and 

not unlike the mocking Garcio in the Wakefield Killing of 

Abel. The episode between Deus and Ananias follows Scrip

ture closely but expands the dialogue, giving Ananias two 

speeches in which, despite the assurances of his God, he 



123 

still expresses doubt as to the wisdom of a confrontation 

with Saul, for "many yllys of hym I haue be kennyng" (231). 

These speeches add pathos and a touch of gentle humor to 

the characterization of Ananias, reminding us somewhat of 

Noah in the N-Town play when he complains to the Angel that 

comes with God's commandment: "it is not for me this werk 

to vndyr-take / Ffor ffeynnesse of Age my leggys gyn ffolde" 

(128-9). An actor playing Ananias most probably would have 

developed this fearfulness of Ananias as he goes to the 

house where the former persecutor is staying and says 

bravely: 

Pease be in thys place and goodly mansyon; 
Who ys within? speke in crystys holy name! (269-70) 

The characterization of Bellyall and Mercury is also in the 

tradition of the cycle plays, where heathen gods are pre

sented as devils chortling over the wickedness of the 

tyrannical characters and bellowing with rage over Christ's 

harrowing of hell. 

Many other examples of treatment similar to that 

of the scriptural cycles could be cited. On the other hand, 

though the play is a late one, there is little suggestion 

of morality influence. Gayley, who considers both Mary 

Magdalene and Saint Paul to be examples of the morality 

tradition fused with that of the scriptural plays, found a 

conflict between good and evil, Christ and Satan, over the 
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8 soul of Paul. However, no such conflict really exists, 

for the conversion takes place miraculously and without a 

hint of resistance either from Paul or from the devils (who 

do not appear until later). Bellyall receives the bad news 

and roars loudly over it but is helpless before the power 

of Christ. One may find, perhaps, a hint of the morality 

conflict but no developed struggle such as appears in Mary 

Magdalene. 

The Conversion of Saint Paul is not a morality-play 

battle, for Christ's might has struck and won before the 

old enemy is aware of it. The dominant theme, carried out 

rather carefully all through the play, even in the inserted 

Bellyall episode, is the familiar topic of pride. St. Paul, 

as Mirk explained, is an example of the proud man who 

becomes humble and thus a clear demonstration that no one 

is cut off from the hope of heaven. The fall of pride and 

the triumph of faith and piety are explicit both in action 

and in dialogue. 

Paul is described in the first stage direction as 

"goodly besene in the best wyse lyke an aunterous knyth" 

(SD 14), and his opening speech presents him as a 

typically proud nobleman who boasts of his power, his 

wealth, and his fame. This impression is borne out in his 

conversation with the priests and in the servility of his 

8. Charles Gayley, Plays of our Forefathers (New 
York, 1904), p. 208. 
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knights. He is described by Anna as a "champion" without 

peer. 

The comic action of the servants makes an impudent 

comment upon pride that goes before a fall. Saul's servant 

calls upon the Stabularius to make haste with oats and hay. 

Stabularius rejoins loftily, "I am non hosteler nor non 

hostelers kynne, / But a Ientylmanys seruuant" (89-90). 

With fine irony the Servus begs his pardon, saying that he 

saw a "gentleman" just like Stabularius going past a while 

ago with a barrowful of "horsdowng and dogges tordes, and 

sych other gear." He goes on: 

And how yt happenyd a mervelous chance be-tyde: 
Your felow was not suer of foote, and yet he went 
very brode, 

But in a cow tord both dyd ye slyde; 
And as I wene your nose ther-in rode. 
Your face was be-payntyd with sowters code 
[cobbler's wax]. (99-103) 

When Stabularius hotly denies that such a thing ever 

happened to him, insisting upon his higher social status, 

the Servus says, "By my trowthe than be ye changyd to a new 

lore" (110). The playwright has used this comic episode to 

set up a parallel between a proud ostler who sprawls in the 

filth of the stableyard and is changed by "a mervelous 

chance" and the proud Saul who falls to the ground in an 

abasement of his arrogance and arises a different man. 

When Saul rides into the Place with his servants on 

the way to Damascus, he reiterates his unalterable purpose 

to destroy the Christian churches and hunt down Christ's 
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followers, man, woman, and child. No sooner has he spoken 

than a shaft of lightning from on high strikes him from his 

horse. It is already a changed Saul who in response to 

Christ's words says, "O lord, I am a-ferd, I trymble for 

fere, / what woldyst I ded, tell me here" (188-9). After 

receiving Christ's instructions, Saul finds that his sight 

has gone, an event which implies figuratively that his 

spirit has been blind to the truth. The "aunterous knyth" 

has been humbled and must be led by the hand into Damascus. 

Deus, speaking to the fearful Ananias, tells him 

that he will find Saul "in humble vyse, / As a meke lambe, 

that a wolf before was namyd" (217-8). The new Saul is 

indeed another man and even speaks differently. Where 

before he was pompous, now he talks simply, telling Ananias 

after his sight has been restored: 

Blyssyd lord, thankys to you euer bee, 
The swame ys fallyn from my eyes twayne; 
where I was blynyd and cowd nott see, 
lord, thou has sent me my syght agayne. (297-300) 

After he is instructed and baptized, the once-arrogant knight 

says with childlike joy: 

I am ryght glad as foule on flyte, 
That I haue receyuyd this blyssyd sacrement. 

(332-3) 

Following the report of Saul's two soldiers to the 

priests, Bellyall comes forth to boast about his might, 

gleefully predicting that his faithful servant Saul will 

carry out persecutions against his enemies the Christians. 
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Bellyall's own pride is deflated when he learns from 

Mercury that "our specyall frynd, our chosen saull, / ys 

becomme seruante to the hye god eternall" (457-8). After 

the two devils have roared their concern over this loss, 

they plot to secure Saul's death by setting the bishops 

against him. Bellyall then muses upon his power in a 

speech that prepares for Paul's sermon, declaring that for 

every soul that deserts hell's cause for heaven's there are 

twenty who follow the infernal laws, that is, the Seven 

Deadly Sins: 

Some by pryde, some thorowgh envye: 
ther rayneth thorow my myght so moch dysobedyaunce: 
ther was neuer a-mong crystyans lesse charyte 
than ys at this howre, and as for concupysence 
rayneth as a lord thorow my violence; 
glotony and wrath euery man doth devyse, 
& most now ys praysyd my cosyn covytyce. (489-95) 

As the devils "vanyshe away with a fyrye flame and 

a tempest" (SD 502), the newly-named Paul begins his sermon, 

which takes up the theme of the deadly sins that Bellyall 

inaugurated. According to the Acts of the Apostles, Paul 

after his baptism "preached Christ in the synagogues, that 

he is the Son of God" (9:20), and the Fleury liturgical 

play printed by Young follows scripture closely in having 

Paul preach: 

Cur, Iudei, non resipiscitis? 
Ueritati cur contradicitis? 
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Cur negatis Mariara virginem 
peperisse Deum et hominem?^ (2:221) 

But in the English play St. Paul preaches like a fifteenth-

century parson to his flock: "Wellbelouyd frendes, ther be 

vij mortall synnes" (510). The playwright, obviously a 

churchman, certainly knew from his scriptural text that 

Paul preached Christ to the Jews of Damascus. The Seven 

Deadly Sins, indeed, had not yet become a theological con

cept when Paul preached, not being enunciated until the 

time of Gregory the Great. But medieval drama was intended 

to be, as the prologue, Poeta, says, "good and profetable" 

to the audience, and since this audience does not need to 

be convinced of the divinity of Christ, the playwright 

substitutes a concept that was considered of utmost 

importance to laymen in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen

turies. The same topic is used by Chaucer's Parson. 

Ignorance is not responsible for this anachronism but 

rather history is adapted to the service of what was seen 

as higher truth. Whereas the historical Paul preached to 

convert the Jews, the dramatic Paul projects himself into 

the future in a direct address to an English audience he 

never dreamed of in order to give them the sort of message 

they most need. Erich Auerbach calls anachronisms of this 

9. Why O Jews, come ye not to your senses? 
Why do ye oppose the truth? 
Why do ye deny that Mary, a virgin, 
Brought forth the God and man? (Adams, p. 54) 



129 

sort "instances where the future seems to reach back into 
j 

the present," and says they are not only cases of simplify

ing or modernizing history for the benefit of the unlearned 
i 

but also "the expression of a unique, exalted, and hidden 

truth, the very truth of the figural structure of universal 

history" (p. 158). 

The sermon takes up the seven deadly sins in the 

original oirder laid down by Pope Gregory I: superbia. ira. 

invidia. avaritia. acedia. quia. and luxuria.^ and the 

heaviest stress is upon pride: 

Off all vyces and foly pride ys the Roote; 
Humylyte may not rayn ner yet indure; 
pyte, alak, that ys flower and boot, 
ys exylyd wher pride hath socour,— 
Omnis qui se exaltat humiliabitur. (517-21) 

j 

Pride is Saul's fault, as the play has emphasized, and his 
i 

sermon devotes four stanzas to it and to its opposite 

virtue, meekness. Wrath, envy, covetousness, sloth, and 
| 

gluttony are disposed of in one stanza, while three con

cluding stanzas are devoted to lechery and its opposed 

virtue, chastity. Although in the later Middle Ages 

covetousness had come to be the most heavily stressed of 

the seven sins, often displacing pride as the root of all 

evil, in this late fifteenth-century play pride has the 

commanding.position: it is the root and the other sins are 

the "branchys of all wyckednes" (535). St. Paul here 

10. Morton W. Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins 
(East Lansing, Mich., 1952), p. 72. 
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dwells upon pride because he himself presented for the 

Middle Ages a classic example of a proud man whom only 

Christ could make humble. As for the final stanzas upon 

lechery, these may well have been included because St. Paul 

did in fact have much to say upon this subject in his ser

mons and epistles. 

The sermon employs alliteration rather heavily, 

especially at the start, and the rhythm follows a rather 

monotonous dactylic beat. Of the nine stanzas devoted to 

the sermon, eight have one-line Latin tags, most of which 

are translated in preacher fashion, such as: 

Quanto maior es, tanto humilia te in omnibus: 
The gretter thou art, the lower loke thu to be. 

(550-1) 

Adams, who omitted the sermon from his text of The 

Conversion of St. Paul, explained in a footnote: "I have 

omitted Saul's long sermon on the Seven Deadly Sins, for 

the same reason that impelled the later writer to add the 

comic scene of Belial and Mercury. The sermon has no 

dramatic value" (p. 222, n. 1). A sermon of nine stanzas 

is not long even from the viewpoint of today's preachers. 

The scene of Belial and Mercury, which Adams preferred, 

certainly does provide comic relief, as he suggests, but it 

also points up the theme of the fall of pride, a theme 

which is carried through the play and enunciated in the 

sermon. Thus to omit the sermon is to warp the play. 
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One remaining question about the sermon needs to be 

considered. As we have seen (Chapter III), a sermon was 

included in most of the French Miracles de Notre Dame. 

G. R. Owst cites the sermon in The Conversion of Saint Paul 

as an indication that this feature of the French miracles 

was preserved in English vernacular plays, "even," he says, 

"to the extent of holding up the action without warning so 

a principal character can give a 'sermonette! 1,1 <PP* 486-7). 

The question whether the sermon holds up the action or not 

has already been discussed. But as regards the possibility 

that the sermon tradition of the French Miracles de Notre 

Dame is operative in Saint Paul. there is not much likeli

hood of it. Both Adams and Owst seem to have forgotten 

that St. Paul was a preacher and that following his con

version he immediately began to preach. Medieval congrega

tions were often told what St. Paul had to say on many 

subjects, for he was revered, the Golden Legend says, "as 

the most perfect of preachers." 

From the point of view of the play's structure, 

furthermore, the sermon is important so that the servant of 

the priests may hear it and demand whether this preacher is 

not the same man whom the priests sent to oppress the 

Christians. Paul's pride and strength have been humbled 

but not destroyed, for these qualities serve him in his 

confrontation with the servant and later with Anna and 
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Caypha. Paul says to the servant, with what may perhaps be 

called Christian pride: 

yes, sertaynly, saule ys my proper name, 
that had in powr the full dominion,— 
To hyde yt fro you, yt were gret shame, 
And mortall synne. (580-83) 

He willingly goes before the two high priests to declare: 

"I am the seruant of Ihesu Almyghty" (594). Meekness and 

humility are virtues always praised in Christian precept, 

but when a believer is directly challenged about his faith, 

he does not shrink from the confrontation. This is the 

pride of martyrs, manifested in hundreds of unhumble state

ments of faith by saints and martyrs in legend and drama. 

St. Paul, however, does not seek martyrdom because he is 

told by the Angel that Christ has work for him to do. The 

pride with which he would go to his death bows to obedience 

and he accepts his unheroic means of escape. Variations 

upon pride and humility thus have been presented throughout 

this play and rather heavily underlined in comic episodes 

which, though they surely delighted the common man in the 

audience, would not have seemed irrelevant to the clerks. 

If the English Conversion of Saint Paul is placed 

alongside a continental vernacular play on the same sub

ject, the two will resemble one another more closely than 

either will resemble the liturgical Fleury play. A 

fifteenth-century French mystere.^ for instance, strikes 

11. Jubinal, 1:24-41. 
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a familiar note immediately by making the high priests our 

old friends Annas and Cayphas and by presenting Saul as an 

armed knight who, in his implacable enmity towards Chris

tians , cries out to his men as he mounts his horse: 

Nous ne valons pas une pomme 
S'il y a nulz qui nous eschape. (p. 26) 

Riding out on the road to Damascus he vows like another 

Roland: "Ou ils mourront ou je morray." Saul's "road" 

leads him past the station of Paradis, where Jesus takes a 

burning brand and throws it down at him, casting him to the 

ground. The rest of the play moves along in the same manner 

as the English one, minus the comic scenes, but the French 

playwright extends the story by dramatizing St. Paul's 

arrival to join the apostles in Jerusalem. In a charming 

but fanciful conclusion, all the apostles, headed by St. 

Peter, go to present their new member to the Virgin, who 

blesses them as they disperse, each to his own chosen 

field of ministry. 

A Catalan play, Representatio de la Conversio del 

12 Beneventurat Sant Pau. has even clearer points of contact 

with the English play. This is a brief and late play, 

probably dating from the end of the sixteenth century, 

medieval in technique but influenced by Humanism. The 

structure and staging are much like those of the English 

12. Romeu, 3:215-37. 

13. Romeu, 1:185—6. 
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play. The Catalan play begins with a meeting of six 
j 

princes of the synagogue at Jerusalem, who express their 
i i 

concern over the conversion of the Jews by followers of 
i 

i 

Christ. Saul enters, asking for letters of authority to go 
! 

to Damascus and hunt down- the Christians. A letter is pre-
i 

j 

pared and read aloud. Taking the letter, Saul leaves for 

Damascus on his horse, accompanied by servants. Suddenly 

Jesus appears in a great light and Sahl falls to the ground. 

The traditional dialogue ensues, but Saul's blindness is 

not mentioned, although a stage direction indicates he is 

to be led by his servants into Damascus. Ananias, in 
j 

Damascus, receives his directions from Jesus and, despite 
j 

his fear, goes to carry them out. After restoring Saul's 

sight and giving him food, Ananias hears from a girl of the 

household how Saul has been there for 

ness, kneeling in tears, without food 

three days in blind— 

or drink. After his 

baptism, Saul changes his costume, presumably from military 

garb to a convert's robe, and returns of his own volition 

to the princes of the synagogue to tell them of his new 

faith. 

After confronting the princes, as in the English 

Saint Paul. the protagonist slips away, leaving the Jewish 

dignitaries fuming. At this point, however, the Catalan 

play departs from the English plot and from the story as it 

is told in Acts. The princes of the synagogue order Paul's 

arrest and imprisonment. An "Algutzir" promptly rushes 
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forth and, seizing Paul, ties hirn up in the middle of the 

scaffold. Paul makes a typical martyr's speech of which 

the burden is, "Blessed are those who accept persecution." 

The disciples, however, come and free him, telling him that 

he must save himself because Jesus has chosen him as a 

preacher. Thus the martyrdom which is suggested in the 

English play is partially carried out in the Catalan play. 

A stage direction records that Paul is lowered from the 

scaffold and disappears. The Jailer, a standard character 

in plays about martyrs, returns to find that Paul has 

escaped and bewails his loss. He reports to the Algutzir 

that the disciples have freed Paul, but this official is 

confident that Paul cannot escape from Damascus. A final 

episode shows Paul joining the disciples in Jerusalem and 

announcing his intention to depart for Asia with Barnabe to 

preach the word of God. He gives his benediction and goes. 

Comparing the three vernacular plays, one readily 

sees how different techniques are used to add excitement 

and interest to the scriptural account. The English play

wright expands with comedy; the French expands by con

tinuing the story of the conversion to include the apostles 

and the meeting with the Virgin; the Catalan playwright not 

only continues the narrative further, but introduces a 

young girl and a near-martyrdom. 

The Poeta of The Conversion of Saint Paul is more 

interesting than the usual prologue or commentator of 
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English medieval plays because he appears so often and has 

so much to say. He opens the play with a traditional prayer 

to Christ and Mary "to preserue & governe thys wyrshypfull 

audyens" (7). There follows an appeal, also traditional, 

for the permission of the audience to proceed with the play 

and a mention of the source, "who lyst to rede the booke 

Actum Apostolorum, / There shall he heue the very notycyon" 

(11-12). The same modest tone is maintained throughout. 

When he appears again the Poeta refers the audience to the 

Bible for "the perfyth intellygens" (160), and beseeches 

them to listen and take good heed of what is to come. In 

his next speech the Poeta flatters the "wurshypfull 

congregacion / That here be present of hye and low degree" 

(361-2), and requests that they "hark wisely" to the 

profitable matter of the play. At the end he explains the 

conclusion of the action, telling how St. Paul escaped and 

joined the disciples in Jerusalem. His final speech begs 

the audience "owr sympylnes to hold excusyd, and lycens, / 

That of Retoryk haue non intellygens" (660-61), and dis

misses the spectators with a blessing. 

Although the Poeta professes to know nothing of 

rhetoric, he has employed in his speeches all of the 

customary topoi of a medieval dramatic prologue. A study 

14 by David Carnahan of prologues in French plays reveals 

14. The Prologue in the Old French and Provencal 
Mystery (New Haven, 1905). 
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not only that the topics of the Poeta were familiar but 

also that most of them were de riqueur for the dramatists 

on the other side of the Channel. The Poet's apology for 

his lack of literary sophistication should not be taken 

very seriously, for most medieval dramatic prologues and 

many nondramatic poets offered the same apology. In the 

French saint1s-play prologues the apology has an important 

part, and is often introduced by a formula, "se faulte y a, 

pardonnez nous," which is directed to the nobility and the 

educated members of the audience (p. 75). Even Chaucer 

assumes the persona of a modest and simple man, ignorant of 

the requirements of lofty style and the reasoning of high 

philosophy. 

The writer of The Conversion of Saint Paul was not 

an uneducated man but probably a local cleric of the 

community for which the play was written. His poetry is 

rough in meter, although he keeps fairly regularly to his 

seven-line stanza even through passages of rapid dialogue. 

He uses a great many paired words: in a single speech of 

Saul (36-42), for instance, there appear "desyryng and 

askyng," "letters and epystolys," and "rebell or trans-

gresse." Some inflated inkhorn terms occur also, like 

"redarguation," "perambulacion," "punycyon," "supplexion," 

and "voluptuosyte," and these generally fall with a thump 

at the end of a line, supplying easy but ponderous rhymes. 

Similes and metaphors are rare and routine, and 
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alliteration, which appears especially in the sermon, is 

not applied according to a prescribed pattern. It is typi

cal late fifteenth-century verse in which the beauties of 

later or earlier English poetry are seldom seen and should 

not be expected. The dramatist does, however, know some

thing about writing a play. He follows decorum in the 

speeches of high and low characters: the soldiers, the 

servants, and Ananias tend to use homely words and less 

involved periods than the priests and Paul before his con

version. After he has been called to Christian service, 

Paul's speeches, apart from the sermon, become more sincere 

and less bombastic, signalling a change in his character. 

The comic scenes are integrated with the serious matter by 

means of variations on the theme of pride. On the whole, 

the work of the playwright, if not comparable to that of 

the Wakefield Master, would probably have been accepted by 

the spectators, both educated and ignorant, as an instruc

tive and entertaining production. 

The staging of The Conversion of Saint Paul has 

attracted considerable attention, largely because of one 

speech assigned to the Poeta, who in addition to his 

prologue and epilogue makes two appearances in the course 

of the play to explain that one part of the performance has 

concluded and another is about to start. After the first 

two episodes (Paul's meeting with Anna and Caypha and the 

Stabularius scene) there is a speech-heading (154) that 
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reads, "Poeta—si placet" (Poet, if it pleases). The 

optional speech that follows begins: 

ffynally of this stacon thus we mak a conclusyon, 
besechyng thys audyens to folow and succede 
with all your delygens this general processyon. 

(155-7) 

On the basis of this speech, which apparently can be used 

or omitted as the players see fit, The Conversion of Saint 

Paul has been seen as a sort of procession by audience and 

actors alike, with stops at different stations for the 

enactment of episodes. 

Chambers, considering the production a modest affair, 

decided that the play "was probably written for a small 

village, and for scene had a platea. and two loca. for 

Damascus and Jerusalem (with possibly a third for heaven). 

The audience moved with the actors from one 'station' or 

•pageant' to the other, and back again" (2:429). Chambers 

used the words platea and loca as a way of relating the 

medieval drama in general to liturgical drama, which used 

such terms. In the text of Saint Paul, however, there is 

reference only to "stations" and a "Place." Chambers had 

no authority in the text for saying that the audience 

walked "back again" because the reference to "this general 

processyon" of the "si placet" speech is the only one of 

its kind in the play. 

It was Furnivall's opinion that the play was given 

on a pageant-wagon moving through a fairly large town 
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followed by the audience, making stops where auxiliary 

stages (large enough to support Saul's horse) had been 

constructed. This view, however, results from interpreting 

the word "pageant," clearly here used in the sense of 

"play," as "pageant-wagon." The Poeta asks the audience to 

pay heed to "thys pagent at thys lytyll stacion" (363), 

which is to say "this play at this little scaffold." That 

the author also uses the word "station" in the sense of 

"play" adds further to the confusion. 

Craig's view is generally similar. "There seem to 

have been three separate playing places. . . . The audience 

moves through a town or city in a sort of procession, a 

circumstance which suggests that in this play are still 

retained the features of the very earliest processional 

drama" (p. 313). There are, however, no references in the 

play to movement through a town or city, and there is only 

one (optional) reference to a "procession." What would 

have happened if the Poeta did not deliver the speech in 

question? Would the alleged procession through the town 

have been called off? 

It is possible that the speech of the Poeta in 

which he apparently suggests a procession has been mis

understood. It is easy to misunderstand the language of 

Saint Paul because, as has been pointed out, it is often 

cumbersome and pedantic. If the staging actually did 

involve a procession of spectators and players, as has been 
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surmised, the speech inviting the audience to follow the 

actors would have been so useful as to have become in 

effect mandatory instead of optional and we should be 

unlikely to have the qualification "si placet" applied to 

the Poeta's speech. Moreover, the staging in question 

seems pointless since the only purpose of procession, 

whether of actors or of audience, is to bring the show to a 

different audience or a different audience to the show: 

surely, if the audience of the succeeding episode of Saint 

Paul were to be the same as that of the preceding episode, 

the players would have remained where they were and gotten 

on with it. On the other hand, if the production were 

within an enclosed Place the call for a "procession" would 

stand out as an entirely abnormal feature, for no such 

invitation is to be found in any other extant text of an 

English or Cornish play using the Place-and-scaffold mode 

of production. Moreover, such a method of production seems 

just as pointless as the other, since if the Place were 

filled with audience to anywhere near capacity only a small 

fraction of the audience would have been able to follow the 

actors from one station to another through the crowded 

Place. Thus the choice appears to be between (1) a unique 

method of staging that would involve an unnecessary proces

sion of audience and spectators, or (2) a unique method of 

staging that would be impossible to carry out if the 

audience came anywhere near to filling the.Place. 
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I suggest that the speech does not refer to a 

parade of the audience and actors but is simply another 

request for attention, the word "processyon" being used in 

15 the sense of "play." In his opening speech in the play 

the Poeta asks leave of the audience "to procede owr 

processe" (9), and a few lines later he says the actors 

are "begynyng owr proces" (14). Here the word "process" 

clearly means "play." It is used again just after the "si 

placet" speech when the Poeta asks the audience "to here 

our intencion and also our prosses / vpon our matter" 

(163-4). Many uses of the word "process" for "play" can be 

cited in the English medieval drama. The banns of the 

Croxton Play of the Sacrament invite the audience to "sen 

the conclusyon of this little processe" (75). In the N-

Town Cycle the commentator Contemplacio uses the term several 

times; his prologue to the Visit to Elizabeth, for instance, 

informs spectators: "here gynnyth the proces" (40). A 

legend at the head of the Wakefield Noah play refers to it 

as "Processus Noe." The Prologue of the Digby Candlemas 

play (also called Poeta) says, "we be comen heder as 

seruauntes diligent, / our processe to shewe you as we 

can" (19-20). Thus when the Poeta of Saint Paul in the 

"si placet" speech asks the spectators "to folow and 

15. I am indebted to Professor Richard Hosley for 
the suggestion that "procession" used by the Poeta in 
1. 157 may be taken as a form of "process." 



143 

succede / with all your delygens this general processyon," 

it is possible to interpret his language as meaning, 

"follow and pay attention with all diligence to the general 

argument of the play." 

The balance of the speech is concerned, not with 

starting a parade, but with further requests that the 

audience try "to vnderstande this matter." The speech is 

optional because it is merely another bid for attention. 

The style of the playwright, as has been noted earlier, 

runs to frequent use of doublings, so that when he uses the 

word "folow" in the sense of "pay attention to" it is 

natural for him to think of a synonym, "succede," and add 

it as a touch of elegance; for his purposes the two words 

mean the same thing, for he is governed chiefly by rhetoric 

rather than by sense. As for the use of "procession" for 

"process," a poet so fond of rhymes ending in -ion 

(locucion-entencyon, concepcion-conuercyon, admiracion-

coniuracion, and the like) would not stop at turning 

"process" into "procession" if the suffix provided him with 

a convenient rhyme, as in this case it does (with "con-

clusyon"). 

This solution to the puzzle of the "si placet" 

speech fits the evidence we have on medieval staging, 

making The Conversion of Saint Paul a typical play in the 

Place-and-scaffold mode of production rather than a unique 

survival of some hypothetically "processional" earlier 
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drama. Two additional points may be made. First, one 

cannot follow a literal procession with "diligence," whereas 

one can so follow a play or the argument of a play. And 

second, there is no need for spectators to move to another 

station because the episode that follows (Saul on the road 

to Damascus) is enacted not in a scaffold but in the Place. 

Throughout the text of Saint Paul there are suffi

cient references to elements of Place-and-scaffold staging 

to make it clear that the production was staged in that 

mode. There was a Place, surrounded by a fence or an 

earthwork hill. A stage direction reads; "Her sale rydyth 

forth with hys seruantes a-bowt the place, & owt of the 

place" (SD 140). One may compare a direction from the N-

Town Trial Before Pilate: "here thei ledyn jhesu A-bowt the 

place" (SD 244). Saul in his sermon, which is addressed 

directly to the audience, begins by asking God's blessing 

upon "this semely {^assembly! that here syttyth or stonde" 

(505). He thus includes both those who stand in the Place 

around the scaffold and those who sit in other scaffolds or 

on the sloping earthen hill that encloses the Place. 

Three "stations" are mentioned in the course of the 

play. After the Poeta's "si placet" speech, a rubric 

reads: "ffinis Istius stacionis. et altera seguitur" (161). 

Another reference to a station follows the Poeta's next 

appearance in what might be called the second interval: 

"ffinis istius secunde stacionis et seguitur tarcia" (359). 
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I have called these notes rubrics because they do not 

require anything to be done by the actors and are thus only 

for the reader's information. It is possible that the word 

"station" is used here, as in the dialogue at 1. 155 

("ffynally of this stacon thus we mak a conclusyon") to 

mean a section of the play rather than a scaffold. A later 

hand in the manuscript inserted the word "Daunce" at each 

of these points where the Poeta appears, taking advantage 

of the (so to speak) intermissions to provide entertainment 

as well as the Poeta's doctrinal messages. 

The intervals do not correspond to episodes, for 

there is more than one episode in each section, nor do they 

correspond to different scaffolds, for the action appears 

to require more than three scaffolds, or perhaps the re-use 

of scaffolds to represent different locations. Since a 

scaffold has no scenic decor, it could presumably be used 

early in the play for one location, later for another. 

The scaffolds needed for the production appear to 

be not three but five if each is used to represent only one 

locality: the temple at Jerusalem, the house of Ananias, 

the house (of Judas) on the Street Called Straight where 

Saul prays for three days, and the Temple at Damascus where 

Saul preaches to the Jews and confronts the servants of 

Anna and Caypha. In addition, a scaffold for Heaven is 

indicated, for a stage direction reads: "qodhed spekyth in 

heuyn" (SD 182). Saul is probably struck down, as in the 
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French mystere. when he rides in front of the scaffold of 

i Deus where "a feruent [blaze of light! with qret tempest" 

makes him fall from his horse. The Stabularius andj the 

Bellyall episodes were apparently played in the Place, 

where a chair is provided for Bellyall. j 

An interesting point which has been noted and which 

constitutes one of the differences between the Latin Fleury 

play and the English play is the use of only one set of 
i 

bishops. The Fleury play has two priests in Jerusalem and 

two in Damascus, as does the French play. The English 
i 
! 

playwright, however, has fused these two sets of villains 

into one, thereby unifying the play by focusing allithe 

audience disapproval on Anna and Caypha. Thus Pauljis . 

unscripturally haled back to Anna and Caypha and given the 
i 

opportunity to make a dramatic declaration of faithi The 

Catalan play on St. Paul also fuses the two sets ofiJewish 
i 

officials (though it does not give them names). Did the 

two playwrights, so distant in space and time, come I upon 

the same idea independently, or may there have been) so to 

speak, an Ur-Saint Paul in which this action originated? 

The consolidation of the two sets of high priests 

into a single pair has raised problems for editors :.nter— 

ested in supplying place-indications for the benefit of 

readers. In the final episode of Saint Paul the saint in 

Damascus declares his Christianity to the bishops and is 

warned by an angel to leave the city because Anna and 
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Caypha have locked the gates and are going to have him 

hunted down. Paul says he will escape over the walls in a 

basket. Furnivall in a marginal notation places the 

episode in Damascus, without comment. Adams places it in 

Jerusalem, but "not without hesitation" (p. 219, n, 1). 

The scriptural episode of Paul's escape was of course 

located in Damascus, but if Damascus is accepted as the 

appropriate location for the final episode of the play, 

what are Anna and Caypha, the high priests of Jerusalem, 

doing there? Probably it is more a problem for the reader 

than for the spectator. The scaffolds all look alike; it 

is the actors in their costumes that are distinctive. The 

eyes of the spectators follow Paul in his "disciplis wede," 

the priests no doubt in brilliant bishop's attire, the 

angel in white with wings, the soldiers in armor. The 

location is wherever the actors are. Whether the two 

bishops make a journey to the scaffold previously employed 

as the temple at Damascus, or whether they remain on the 

same scaffold throughout, the effect for the audience would 

have been the same. The fusion of the bishops and the 

resultant blurring of the specific localities occurs also 

in the Catalan play, which was performed on a single large 

scaffold. At the start of the play there is a clear dis

tinction between Jerusalem, at one end of the scaffold, and 

Damascus at the other. But at the conclusion Paul's sermon 
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(in Damascus) is heard by the priests (in Jerusalem) and 

the two locations have become one. 

A curious feature of the English play is that it 

fails to enact one of the best-known elements of the story 

of St. Paul's conversion, his escape over the city walls, 

let down in a basket with ropes by the disciples. The 

continental plays discussed here all enact this exciting 

piece of stage business. One can surmise either that the 

Digby playwright was more interested in doctrine than in 

"good theater," or that the staging would have been diffi

cult with only one disciple, Ananias, at hand. After the 

Angel's appearance, Saul declares his intention to escape, 

and the play ends with a summary by the Poeta: 

Thus leve we saule with-in the cyte, 
The gates kep by commandment of caypha and Anna; 
but the dyscyplys in the nyght ouer the wall, truly, 
As the bybull sayeth * dimiserunt eum summittens in 
sporta. (650-4) 

The Poeta concludes with a modest apology for "owr 

symplynes" and lack of "Retoryk." The author of the play 

would perhaps be flattered to know that his simpleness and 

lack of rhetoric have led to disputes on the part of learned 

clerks in a later age. 
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THE DIGBY MARY MAGDALENE 

Of the handful of English saint's plays extant 

today Mary Magdalene"*" is the longest and liveliest, and 
| 

because it embodies almost every motif and technique known 

to medieval drama from the earliest to the latest plays, it 
i 

has been mined extensively by scholars. 

A drama of some 2,000 lines, Mary Magdalene is 
| 

preserved, like The Conversion of Saint Paul, in the Digby 
| 

manuscript. Furnivall (p. xv) stated that the handwriting 
j 

of Mary Magdalene is the same as that of the Bellyall; insert 

of Saint Paul,, but he appears to have been mistaken, jBaker 

and Murphy, whose investigation of the Digby manuscript has 

been discussed in Chapter V, find the two hands quite 

distinct (p. 55). Thus although Saint Paul and Mary 

Magdalene both come from the library of Sir Kenelm Digby, 
i 

there is no scribal link between them. Both manuscripts, 

however, are now believed to date from between 1510 and 

1520, rather than from the late fourteenth century. 3oth 

also probably can be assigned to the East Midlands, 

manuscript of Mary Magdalene gives no clue as to whet 

Che 

tier 

1. Furnivall, ed. The Digby Plays, pp. 53-136; 
Adams, pp. 225-242 (prints only the first half). For dis
cussion of the manuscript, see Baker and Murphy. Citations 
are to Furnivall. 

149 
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the play was intended for performance by church or craft 

gilds or by professionals, but the advanced theatrical 

techniques, such as ascents into clouds, disappearances, 

the firing of a house and a temple, and the use of a boat, 

suggest that the playwright was able to rely on an experi

enced and resourceful group. Staging is of the Place-and-

scaffold variety, and in addition to the normal scaffolds 

for principal characters the play calls for an island in 

the Mediterranean, a tavern, and a desert cave. 

Although its literary merits and dramatic structure 

have been generally regarded as of little value, Mary 

Magdalene has received major critical attention as a sign

post in the historical development of English drama, point

ing back to the earliest liturgical plays or forward to the 

2 Elizabethan dramatic romances. There is no question but 

that signposts are useful to ascertain how far one has come 

and where one is going, but it is also important to know 

where one is. To judge Mary Magdalene as drama, as 

theatrical technique, as influenced or influencing, it 

would be well to begin, as the playwright must have done, 

with the sources, scriptural and legendary, and with the 

dramatic tradition that developed around Mary Magdalene, 

2. See Craig, pp. 315-317; Williams, p. 164; 
Gayley, p. 208; Katherine Lee Bates, The English Religious 
Drama (New York and London, 1893), p. 161. 
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the woman who in the Middle Ages was considered to have 

been, aside from the Virgin, closest to Jesus. 

1. Mary Magdalene in Scripture and Legend 

If the Digby Mary Magdalene has often been seen as 
I 

3 lacking unity, it is largely J because any play attempting 

to dramatize the whole life of the saint as the Middle Ages 

knew it had to be based upon the Gospels, which are terse 
! 

and realistic, and upon legend, which tends to be diffuse 

and romantic. The problem is 

used Scripture and the Golden 

the same whether the writer 

Legend or based his treatment 

upon previous drama, for the difference in tone will come 
i 

through in any case. j 

Scripture on the subject of Mary Magdalene is 

confusing and has been the subject of investigation and 
j 

interpretation by exegetes over the centuries. If the 
j 

sinner who washed Christ's feet with her tears, dried them 

with her hair, and anointed them with precious oil, and of 

whom Christ said, "Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, 
j 

for she loved much" (Luke 8:47), is identified with Mary 

Magdalene, this is largely the result of exegetical deci

sions, for in Scripture she is merely "a woman in the city, 

which was a sinner" (Luke 8:37). However, Luke, who 

relates the episode, declares shortly afterwards that Jesus 

expelled seven demons from a woman known as Mary Magdalene 

3. Williams, p. 166; Bates, p. 156, 
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(9:2). Another anointing, which took place in Bethany at 

the house of Simon the Leper, is described by John (12:18). 

In this account a woman named Mary, identified as the 

sister of Lazarus, anointed Christ's feet with costly 

spikenard and wiped them with her hair. The Mary of this 

episode is not a sinner and she is simply performing a kind 

duty; Judas, however, objects to the waste of expensive 

ointment. It was but two steps to identify Mary Magdalene, 

the woman possessed by demons, first with Mary the sister 

of Lazarus and Martha and then with the nameless sinner who 

anointed Christ's feet and was forgiven. 

Both Mark and John tell of Christ's appearance to 

Mary Magdalene at the sepulcher after his resurrection, but 

there is some confusion here also; according to John, Mary 

goes to the tomb at daybreak, finds it empty, and brings 

Peter and John there. After examining the tomb, they go 

off, fearing that the body had been stolen, and Mary 

Magdalene lingers behind. Suddenly she sees two angels 

within the sepulcher who ask her why she is weeping. At 

this point Jesus appears in the guise of a gardener and 

reveals himself to Mary. The other three gospels, however, 

speak of three women or more, one of whom is Mary Magdalene, 

going to the sepulcher to hear from the angels: "He is not 

here: for he is risen, as he said" (Matthew 26:6). In some 

versions of the story Christ manifests himself to all the 

women, in others he does not show himself until the women 
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have returned to the disciples to tell them the news given 
| 

them by the angels. These differences in the Gospels were 
I 

to cause difficulties for medieval dramatists from the 

liturgical drama onwards. It was Pope Gregory the Great 

who settled the problem of Mary Magdalene's identification 
i 

by stating that the unnamed repentant sinner, Mary the 

sister of Lazarus, and Mary Magdalene to whom Christ first 
i 
! 

appeared after the crucifixion were one and the same 

4 ! person. ; 

Exegetical difficulties aside, the scriptural story 

of Mary Magdalene is a moving one, told with thejaffective 

simplicity of the New Testament. Repentance seems to come 

upon her not as the result of any external motivation but 

in a sudden, perhaps inexplicable compulsion to throw her

self at the prophet's feet and weep out all the bitterness 

of an illspent life. Christ's compassion for her is 

expressed, like all his utterances, in terms thai are both 

plain and noble. 

The appearance of Christ to Mary Magdalene at the 
I 

sepulcher in the guise of a gardener is one of the great 
j 

recognitions (in the Aristotelian sense) of all literature, 

and it is hard to see how afterwards there could 

anything for Mary Magdalene beyond living, like the Virgin, 

upon memories and waiting for death to reunite her with her 

4. Prosser, pp. 110-113. 

have been 
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Lord. For the legend-writers of the high Middle Ages, 

however, there had to be more to the story, and they set 

about supplying both a later and an earlier life for Mary 

Magdalene and filling in details omitted by Scripture about 

her personality and appearance. These legends were being 

assembled from the eleventh century onwards, when the 

courtly romance was providing a pattern for narrative 

writing, and by the fourteenth century they were diffused 

over all of Christendom. The simple and very real penitent 

woman of Scripture was elevated socially and transplanted 

into a courtly milieu. The thinking behind the ennobling 

of Mary and her family is explained by Auerbach, in a dis

cussion of the society depicted in the romances: "Only 

members of the chivalric-courtly society are worthy of 

adventure, hence they alone can undergo serious and signifi

cant experiences" (p. 139). 

The legendary life of Mary Magdalene was available 

to English readers in a great many pious works, such as the 

Old English Martyroloqy.^ the South English Legendary (2: 

701-6), the Golden Legend (4:72-89), and Mirk's Festial (1: 

203-8). The scriptural part of her life (with some of the 

legendary embellishments of course) was annually presented 

throughout England in the Corpus Christi cycles, and her 

5. George Herzfeld, ed., EETS 116 (London, 
1900), p. 127. This legendary omits the Marseilles story 
but includes Mary Magdalene's retirement to the desert. 
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story was often enunciated from pulpits as an lexample of 

perfect penitence. 

Legend supplied Mary, Martha, and Lazarus with a 

father, Cyrus, who was a great lord and descendant of 

kings, ruler over Magdalene Castle, Bethany, and a large 

part of Jerusalem. Upon his death, the castle went to 

Mary, Bethany to Martha, and the Jerusalem fief to Lazarus. 

But, as the Golden Legend tells the story, "when Mary gave 

herself to all delights of the body, and Lazarus entended 
* 

all to knighthood, Martha, which was wise, governed nobly 

her brother's part and also her sister's and also her own" 

(4:74). This view of Martha is of course developed from 

the suggestion in Scripture that Martha was the more domes

tic of the two women. Mary's sins, though they are not 

detailed in Scripture, were assumed to be sexual, and the 

view of the Middle Ages was that she fell into pleasures of 
I 

the flesh because of her great beauty, wealth] and leisure. 

The Golden Legend explains her fall thus: "For so much as 

she shone in beauty greatly, and in riches, so much the 

more she submitted her body to delight, and therefore she 

lost her right name, and was called customably a sinner" 
I 

(4:74). The legendaries do not, however, all|agree on this 

point. The South English Legendary and Mirk's Festial 
i 

offer a more elaborate explanation of Mary Magdalene's fall 
i 

according to which she was to be married to St. John the 

Evangelist; however, the nuptials were halted]by Christ's 
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calling St. John away. Mary Magdalene, angry that her 

husband had been taken from her, swore an oath not to 

refuse any man, and it was then that the devil entered 

into her. It was again Gregory the Great who laid the 

groundwork for legend by interpreting the seven devils 

(originally demons) cast out of Mary as the "universa 

vitia," thus pointing the way to their later identification 
g 

with the Seven Deadly Sins. 

The beauty and emotional intensity of Mary 

Magdalene gained increasing stress in the later Middle 

Ages, and in France especially she acquired some of the 

7 aspects of the cult of Venus. Her passionate expressions 

of love for Jesus are often presented in accordance with 

the conventions of the medieval love lyric, while Jesus in 

return is always seen as according her a more intimate 

relationship than any of his other followers. Mary's 

passionate nature, ever fluctuating between extremes of joy 

and despair, appealed to the Middle Ages, a time when sharp 

0 contrasts and dramatic gestures were appreciated. 

Apart from the ennobling of Mary and minor addi

tions in the areas of motivation and character development, 

writers of legendaries adhered fairly closely to the 

6. Bloomfield, p. 26. 

7. M. D. Conway, "Mary Magdalene," Critic 42 
(1903):212-16. 

8. Garth, p. 68. 
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scriptural accounts of Mary Magdalene's activities before 

and immediately after the crucifixion. With the resurrec

tion, however, her scriptural story comes to an end; 

although legend makes her the only woman apostle, she is 

not mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles at all. The 

tradition that connects Mary Magdalene with the founding 

of Christianity in France did not appear before the eleventh 

century and has been demonstrated by hagiographers to be a 
g 

fiction. Nevertheless, it was accepted as true by writers 

of pious literature and, no doubt, by their readers. 

The legendaries all tell substantially the same 

story about Mary's journey to Marseilles, and the account 

of the Golden Legend (4:72-89), the most popular of these 

preachers' handbooks, will serve as well as another. The 

story, reduced to its essentials, is as follows. 

Fourteen years after Christ's passion, when the 

disciples have left the Holy Land, Mary Magdalene remains 

behind in the care of St. Maximin, to whom she had been 

entrusted by St. Peter. Persecutors of the Christians, 

however, hunt down Mary and her friends and force them to 

embark in a boat without oars, sails, or rudder. The party 

includes St. Maximin, Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and numerous 

others. Aided by divine providence, they drift to 

Marseilles and land there, taking up residence in the porch 

9. Gerould, p. 39. 
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of a heathen temple. When the populace comes to worship, 

Mary preaches to them while they marvel at her beauty. The 

King and Queen of Marseilles arrive to sacrifice to their 

idols and pray for a child. Mary Magdalene preaches to 

them also, but the monarchs are not initially convinced. 

With angelic assistance, Mary appears three times to the 

King and Queen in their dreams, urging them to provide food 

and clothing for the distressed Christians. Frightened of 

her power, the King obeys and, after questioning her about 

her faith, agrees to accept it if God will give him and his 

wife a child. Soon after, the Queen conceives, and the 

King decides to go to St. Peter to be instructed. Against 

his wishes, the Queen insists upon accompanying him on the 

voyage, and the royal couple embarks, entrusting their 

kingdom and its people to Mary Magdalene. In the midst of 

a fearful storm at sea, the Queen dies while giving birth 

to a son. Although the sailors wish to throw the body over 

the side, the King prevails upon them to land at a rocky 

island, where he lays the Queen's body upon the shore with 

the infant at her breast, praying the God of Mary Magdalene 

to have pity on them. 

After spending two years with St. Peter learning 

Christian doctrine and visiting the holy places of 

Jerusalem, the King takes to the sea for his homeward 

voyage and stops again at the rocky islet. To his joy and 

amazement he finds both his son and his wife miraculously 
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alive because of Mary Magdalene's intervention. The 

reunited family returns to Marseilles, rejoins Mary 

Magdalene, and destroys all the idols. Lazarus and Maximin 

are chosen as bishops for the new churches to be erected by 

the royal converts. Mary Magdalene then announces her 

intention to retire to a contemplative life in the desert 

for the rest of her days. For thirty years she lives in a 

cave without food or water, and every day at her hours of 

prayer she is lifted up by angels to hear their songs and 

to be fed with angelic sustenance. As her end comes near, 

a priest in search of solitude chances to witness her 

angelic visitations and afterwards takes courage to address 

her. She asks him to fetch St. Maximin so that she can be 

shriven before her death. After receiving the sacrament, 

as the Golden Legend says, "her right blessed soul departed 

from the body and went to our Lord" (4:85). It was observed 

that for seven days after death her body continued giving 

forth an odor of heavenly sweetness. 

Mary Magdalene's supposed cave near Aries was 

visited by many pilgrims in the tenth century, but by the 

thirteenth century another cave near Aix became the center 

of her cult."*"^ Mary's apostolate to France was presumably 

the invention of French devotees who, having been scrip-

turally granted no special apostle, adopted the favorite of 

10. Garth, p. 104. 
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Jesus as their own. Her sojourn in the desert is said to 

have been borrowed from the life of another fallen woman 

who became a saint, Mary of Egypt. The theme of the 

penitent harlot who retires to the desert also appears in 

the story of Thais dramatized by Hrotsvitha and in several 

lives of saints and holy women. 

A less widespread legend of Mary Magdalene's later 

career which appears in some of the earlier legendaries 

tells of Mary's going to Rome after the Ascension to accuse 

Pontius Pilate before the Emperor and to secure Pilate's 

punishment for having allowed Christ's crucifixion. Told 

in the Gospel of Nicodemus.^ this legend is dramatized in 

the Cornish Ordinalia. except that Veronica rather than 

Mary Magdalene is its heroine. 

Such was the material, scriptural and legendary, 

which was at hand for a dramatist wishing to write a play 

about Mary Magdalene. In addition, a structure of allegory 

and symbol had grown up around her and was often used by 

preachers. Her name, for instance, was believed to mean 

both bitter and a lighter or lighted one, a contrast whereby 

12 her extremes of sin and illumination are figured. She 

was seen as a type of Eve in reverse, for just as Eve fell 

11. See Montague Rhodes James, The Apocryphal New 
Testament (Oxford, 1924, rev. ed. 1955), p. 117. 

12. Golden Legend, 4:72-3. 
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from innocence to sin, so Mary rose from sin to saintli-

13 ness. A double association with ointment persists through 

her legend: as a sinner she anointed herself with precious 

oils and perfumes, but as a penitent she anointed Christ; 

after Christ's death on the cross she brought ointment for 

his body, and after her own death it would seem she was 

annointed by divine grace so that her body was perfumed. 

Chiefly of course she is the patron of penitents, for whom 

14 she serves as an example of divine mercy. 

Thus scripture, legend, and symbol created a complex 

and sometimes contradictory character to which the writers 

of religious drama over the centuries added their own 

special interpretations and conventions. 

2. Mary Magdalene in Medieval Drama 

The robes of Mary Magdalene over the years from the 

ninth century through the fifteenth must have been donned 

by thousands of monks, clerks, scholars, nuns, religious 

and craft gild members, pious laymen, and even professional 

actors. Her medieval theatrical history begins with the 

earliest liturgical drama and extends through the passion 

plays of France and Germany, the sacre rappresentazioni of 

Italy, the autos of Spain, and the English Corpus Christi 

cycles. In most of these, only Mary's life up to the 

13. Garth, p. 79. 

14. Prosser, p. 35, note; Hardison, p. 229. 
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Ascension is represented, but in the Digby play her whole 

legend is enacted. 

Her dramatic history begins with the Quem quaeritis 

trope in which churchmen at Easter first represented a 

simple scene of the three Marys at the sepulcher. Here 

she is but one of the Marys who approach the tomb and are 

told by two angels that Christ has risen. She sings in 

unison with the others: "Alleluia, surrexit Dominus." 

These little Latin plays, operas would perhaps be a better 

word, expanded over the years to give the separate Marys 

individual songs and actions and to include in the cast the 

apostles Peter and John, who run to the sepulcher and find 

it empty. Mary Magdalene's scene with Jesus after his 

resurrection (which follows the Race of Peter and John) is 

known as the Hortulanus, because Christ is disguised as a 

15 
gardener. In a thirteenth-century play from Orleans, the 

scene is developed as follows. 

After Peter and John leave the sepulcher, Mary 

Magdalene approaches it again, singing a lament, and is 

asked by the angels why she is weeping. She replies that 

they have taken away her Lord and she does not know where 

they have laid him. And despite the reassurances of the 

angels that Christ has risen, she continues to lament. 

Jesus meantime appears in the likeness of a gardener and 

15. Young, 1:39 3-7. Further citations to liturgi
cal plays are to Young. 
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asks her again why she is weeping and she, not recognizing 

him, answers: "Domine, si tu sustulisti eum, dicito mihi 

ubi posuisti eum, et ego eum tollarn" (1:393-7). Christ 

says, "Maria!" And falling at his feet, Mary cries, 

"Rabbonii" He tells her that she may not touch him, for he 

has not yet ascended to his Father, and as he withdraws 

Mary turns to the people and calls upon them to rejoice. 

No amount of sophisticated dialogue in the later drama 

improved upon this moving scene, which is perfect as it is. 

The same play with virtually the same words was used at 

Rouen, at Mont Saint-Michel, at Fleury, and at Cividale in 

Italy. Hardison, to be sure, points out that Mary 

Magdalene, having already learned of Christ's ascension 

with the other Marys and joined them in rejoicing, should 

not logically be presented immediately thereafter as 

pitifully weeping and wondering where her Master has been 

17 taken. This inconsistency, as we have seen, results from 

the conflation of the versions told by John and Luke. In 

defense of the Orleans play one may perhaps say that Mary, 

though consoled by the news of the angels, still grieves as 

a human being over the loss of Christ's physical presence. 

It may be noted that some plays, including one from Barking, 

16. Gustave Cohen, VLe personnage de Marie-Madeleine 
dans le drame religieux franqais du moyen age," Etudes 
d'Histoire du theatre (Paris, 1956), p. 207. 

17. Hardison, p. 248. 
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England, have Christ appear (as in John 20:14) first to 

18 Mary Magdalene and then to all three Marys, and this is 

the tradition followed in the Digby play. 

The later liturgical drama often included in the 

Easter play an episode of the Marys buying ointment from a 

merchant on the way to the sepulcher, an addition quite 

unauthorized by Scripture and apparently based on the 

realistic assumption that if the women brought ointment 

they must have purchased it from someone. This episode, 

usually including comic elements, became rowdy in some 

localities and was the object of episcopal regulation at 

c . 19 Gerona, Spam, 

Two liturgical plays unrelated to the Easter group 

dramatize the raising of Lazarus, and one of them, in the 

Pleury play-book (2:199-208), includes a scene of the 

repentance of Mary Magdalene. The play begins with 

Simon's invitation to Jesus to dine at his house where, 

when the company is at table, Mary enters "in habitu . . . 

meretricio" (rubric, line 14) and flings herself at Christ's 

feet. Simon's protest and the parable of the two debtors 

follow, with Christ's rebuke of Simon and his forgiveness 

of Mary. The action then shifts to Bethany where Lazarus 

18. Mary Marshall, "The Dramatic Tradition Estab
lished by the Liturgical Plays," PMLA 56 (1941):979. 

19. Richard B. Donovan, The Liturgical Drama in 
Medieval Spain (Toronto, 1958), pp. 102-3. 
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is mortally ill. Martha sends a messenger to Jesus, but 

in the meantime Lazarus dies. At his burial friends seek 

to console the two grieving sisters. Jesus arrives and, 

as in scripture; brings Lazarus back to life. The other 

play, written by Hilarius (2:212-15), deals only with the 

Lazarus episode. In it Mary Magdalene sings a lament, 

partly in French: "Hor ai dolor, / hor est mis frere morz / 

por que gei plor." 

Although Craig believes that the individual play of 

Mary Magdalene split off, as it were, from the liturgical 

Easter drama by way of the Lazarus plays, and that Mary 

gradually came to dominate Lazarus as a dramatic figure, 

the evidence of the two liturgical Lazarus plays is not 

very strong, since one of them is chiefly about Lazarus and 

the other chiefly about Mary. Furthermore, separate plays 

about Mary Magdalene were not always linked with Lazarus. 

A fragmentary vernacular church play from Mallorca presents 

Mary's penitence in association with an apocryphal legend 

of Judas. This play, dating probably from the early 

fourteenth century, dramatizes the traditional episode of 

the penitent Mary Magdalene washing Christ's feet, the 

objection of Simon, the parable of the debtors, and 

Christ's pardon of Mary. Judas (not yet a traitor) enters 

and overhears Christ's words of forgiveness to Mary. He 

declares that he himself has been pardoned by Jesus for the 

worst sin in the world. He then tells a version of the 
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Oedipus story (it appears in the Golden Legend). according 

to which Judas was set adrift on the sea by his mother in 

order to save him from King Herod's slaughter of the 

innocents. He drifted to a foreign land, was adopted and 

reared by a stranger, and knew nothing of his origin. 

Returning to his homeland as a man, Judas unknowingly 

killed his father and married his mother. The fragment 

breaks off before Judas ends his story, but presumably the 

play ended with Judas recounting his forgiveness by Jesus. 

J. M. Quadrado, who prints the text, says the play belongs 

in the tradition of dramas on the Conversion of Mary 

20 Magdalene but has an unusual conclusion. Clearly the 

playwright's intention was to place in juxtaposition two 

accounts of sinners pardoned in order to exemplify the 

doctrine that forgiveness can be granted to the worst of 

evildoers if they will only repent. The free use of legend 

and the wholly fictive association of Magdalene's repent

ance with the apocryphal story of Judas suggests that 

medieval dramatists did not always stick to liturgical-play 

precedents when dramatizing scriptural subjects. 

As time passed, some of the liturgical Easter plays 

remained relatively simple and continued so into the late 

Middle Ages, whereas others were amplified to include more 

20. "Un misterio Catalan del siglo XIV," in D. 
Manuel Mila y Fontanals, Obras Completas {Barcelona, 1895), 
6:315-23. 
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and more elements of the scriptural story. The most fully 

developed Easter play comes from the monastery of 

Klosterneuberg in Bavaria in a manuscript of the early 

thirteenth century. It includes the placing of a guard at 

the tomb of Christ, the episode of the spice merchant 

selling ointment to the Marys, the quem quaeritis. the race 

of Peter and John, the Hortulanus, the Harrowing of Hell, 

and Mary Magdalene's report to the other Marys: "I have 

seen the Lord alive." Williams (pp. 20-1) comments that in 

this play Mary Magdalene "dominates the action in the 

scenes where she appears." 

Most interesting from the viewpoint of later 

developments in Mary Magdalene's story are the first two 

texts of Passion-plays, which are preserved, with the 

Carmina Burana of the wandering scholars, in the thirteenth-

century Benediktbeuren manuscript. The distinction between 

a Passion-play and a liturgical Easter play is that the 

former enacts Christ's crucifixion, while the latter begins 

only after the crucifixion. In the longer of these 

Benediktbeuren plays (1:518-33) Mary Magdalene is, so far 

as we know, for the first time represented dramatically as 

a sinner. She introduces herself by singing in the 

vernacular of her fleshly pleasures: "mundi delectatio 

dulcis est et grata / Eius conuersatio suavis et ornata" 

(1:520). She cares only for worldly things and illustrates 

her sensual nature by buying perfumes and oils from a 
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merchant. She sings a German song with the refrain, "Seht 

mich an ./ iungen man. / Lat mich ev gevallen" (1:521), and 

then goes to sleep. In her sleep an Angel appears to tell 

her that Jesus is in the house of Simon, but she pays no 

heed, resuming her carefree song when she wakes. A young 

man comes with whom she flirts for a time; then she sings 

a merry duet with the Merchant and goes to sleep again. 

The Angel returns, repeating his warning that she must mend 

her ways, and at last she is moved to repentance. Putting 

on a black shawl, she follows the Angel. A stage-direction 

reads: "et Amator recedat. et Diabolus" (1:521). Thus we 

learn that, although he has not spoken, the Devil has been 

lurking in the background during this whole episode, 

possibly even approaching Mary as she sleeps. The penitent 

Magdalene buys ointment again from the Merchant (thus 

setting up the dual symbolism of ointment) and goes to the 

house of Simon, where the scriptural account of her repent

ance is enacted. The play goes on to dramatize the raising 

of Lazarus, Christ's capture and trial, the death of Judas, 

and the crucifixion. Young points out that the episode of 

Mary Magdalene constitutes one-third of the play and that 

most of the amplification of Scripture is made here (1:534). 

The presence of Angelus and Diabolus, personifying 
t 

the good and evil forces in Mary, indicates that as early 

as the thirteenth century Mary Magdalene was seen as a 

particularly suitable subject for development of the 
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psychomachia type. When, in addition to the good and evil 

abstractions, Mary's sins, which Jesus drives out of her, 

are personified in drama as the Seven Deadly Sins, fully 

developed morality treatment is just a matter of elabora

tion. 

In the English Corpus Christi cycles the development 

of Mary Magdalene is subordinated to the great scheme of 

salvation through Christ that begins with the Creation and 

ends with Doomsday. All four of the English cycles present 

a Lazarus play, because the raising of Lazarus is typo-

logically associated with the resurrection of Christ. In 

these plays Mary Magdalene and her sister have approximately 

equal prominence and there is no effort to differentiate 

between the two. 

All four English cycles refer to only one anointment 

of Jesus by Mary. In the York and Wakefield plays the 

anointing is not represented dramatically but is referred 

to by Judas as his motive for betraying Jesus. The Chester 

Cycle dramatizes Mary Magdalene's conversion, including the 

parable and Christ's rebuke of Simon, locating the scene 

at Bethany. For theatrical effect, the N-Town play places 

the anointing at the Last Supper, introducing Mary at the 

moment of her conversion. She says that she has been "a 

cursyd creature" (462) and has sinned in many cities. She 

anoints Christ and asks forgiveness, which is readily 

granted. Omitting the parable and the rebuke of Simon, 
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the play proceeds immediately to Judas and his bitterness 

about the waste of expensive oil. Mary Magdalene is thus 

unscripturally present throughout the Last Supper, in the 

course of which Judas slips out to betray his Lord. The 

Cornish Cycle omits the Lazarus play but presents the 

conversion, the parable, and the objection of Judas. 

The temporal relationship of the anointing and the 

raising of Lazarus, it should be noted, is in the English 

cycles the reverse of that in the Pleury liturgical play. 

In the Fleury play the anointing comes first; in the 

English cycles the Lazarus play comes first and the con-

21 version of Mary (or reference to it) later. The reason 

of course is that the anointing motivates the betrayal.by 

Judas. 

Dramatizations of the three Marys at the sepulcher 

and the Hortulanus episode are found in all the cycles, 

but with some differences. The N-Town Cycle, which 

provides in general the fullest treatment of Mary Magdalene, 

places her at the foot of the cross with the Virgin but 

deprives her of her special place as the woman to whom 

Christ first showed himself after the resurrection; 

instead, Christ first appears to the Virgin, and only later 

21. The Lazarus play in the Wakefield Cycle is out 
of place in the manuscript, appearing after the Judgement 
play. It obviously must go before the Conspiracy, in which 
Judas relates the anointing of Jesus by Mary Magdalene. 
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to Mary Magdalene at the tomb. The Cornish Cycle also has 

Christ appear first to his Mother. The Wakefield Cycle 

presents a rather too wordy Hortulanus play which unduly 

postpones the recognition of Christ by Mary and, in a 

baroque touch/ has Christ identify himself by showing his 

wounds. In the Chester Cycle Christ appears first to Mary 

Magdalene and shortly afterwards to all three Marys. Some 

of the differences between these treatments of Mary 

Magdalene result from the use of different Gospel sources, 

whereas others result from efforts to improve motivation 

or heighten dramatic action. 

In none of the cycles is the legendary material on 

Mary Magdalene employed, though there is a suggestion of 

Mary's previous wicked life in the N-Town play. Cyrus, 

her legendary father, does not appear, nor is there any 

suggestion that Mary is of lofty social status. In the 

Chester play Mary does say that Christ has cast seven 

devils out of her, but the devils are not represented. 

Mary's emotional nature and her close association with 

Jesus are developed, sometimes with lyric fervor. In the 

Chester play, for instance, Mary greets Jesus at the house 

of Simon Leprous thus: 

Welcome, my louely lord of leele! 
welcome, my hart! welcome, my healei 
welcome, all by worldes weale, 
my boote and all my blissel (14:41-44) 
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It is in the great French Passion plays of the 

fifteenth century that Mary Magdalene begins to acquire the 

legendary and fictional development that is carried to its 

fullest in such'saint's plays as the Digby play. The 

problem for the French dramatists seems to have been how 

far to go with the early wickedness of Mary Magdalene. 

While the first French Passion play, the fourteenth century 

22 Passion du Palatinus. presents Mary very much as the 

2 3 English cycles do, the Passion d'Arras (c. 1430) and 

those that followed began to make free use of apocryphal 

and devotional material. The Passion d'Arras equivocates 

about Mary's wickedness, showing her first boasting of her 

beauty and shamelessly offering it with the words: "Vecy 

mon corps que je presente / A chascun qui le veult avoir." 

When no lover appears, however, she seems to have a sudden 

change of heart, for she breaks out into a lament upon her 

evil life. This Passion presents two anointing scenes: 

the first, when Mary is converted, and the second at 

Bethany. At the sepulcher before the Hortulanus episode, 

Mary's grief is such that she falls to the ground. 

22. Grace Frank, ed., La Passion du Palatinus 
(Paris, 1922). 

23. J. M. Richard, ed., Le Mystere de la Passion, 
texte du manuscrit 697 de la Bibliotheque d'Arras (Arras, 
1891). 
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The Passion d'Arnoul Greban^ (c. 1450) gives Mary 

her castle of Magdalene and presents her as a courtly lady. 

She delivers a monologue in which she admits to being a 

sinner, but without giving specific details, and says that 

her only hope is to find Jesus at the house of Simon the 

Pharisee and throw herself upon his mercy. After the 

traditional scene of anointing and forgiveness, Mary 

invites Jesus to visit her at Bethany. When she returns 

home, her simple convert's costume surprises Martha, 

accustomed to thinking of her sister in silks. A second 

anointing comes after the raising of Lazarus. During the 

crucifixion Greban makes Mary Magdalene the consoler of 

the Virgin. Greban's contribution is to soften the rather 

lurid picture offered in the Passion d'Arras by being less 

crude about Mary's life as a sinner. He also elevates her 

by associating her more closely with the Virgin. Gustave 

Cohen remarks that in the Greban passion we can see the 

beginning of "cette lente ascension de la Madeleine des 

* * •» 25 bas-fonds du peche au sommet de la saintete par I'Amour." 

The peak of Mary Magdalene's development in the 

2 6 French medieval drama comes in the Passion d'Angers (1486) 

24. Gaston Paris and Gaston Raynard, eds., Le 
Mystere de la Passion d'Arnoul Greban (Paris, 1878). 

25. Cohen, "Le personnage," p. 219. 

26. Omer Jodogne, ed., Le Mystere de la Passion 
de Jean Michel (Gembloux, 1959). 
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of Jean Michel, in which her early life is dramatized to 

the full. At her castle of Magdalene she leads the life of 

a great lady of fashion, devoting hours to her toilette, 

singing gay songs, and chatting with her two maids. She is 

courted by a nobleman of King Herod's entourage but remarks 

gaily that she has never yet been faithful to one man. 

Martha and Lazarus despair of her. Chancing, however, to 

fall in with some Jews on their way to hear Jesus preach, 

she learns that he is extraordinarily handsome and decides 

to attend the sermon. While Jesus talks to the crowd, 

Mary weeps. She later goes to the house of Simon and 

enacts her penitence by anointing Christ's feet. He for

gives her sins because she is "en son amour parfaicte." 

Mary makes a sermon on The Seven Deadly Sins and their 

opposing virtues. 

In Jean Michel's Pass ion Mary Magdalene receives 

the maximum development she could be accorded in a cycle 

play that centers upon Jesus and ends with the events 

after the crucifixion. Jean Michel could afford, moreover, 

to give a great many lines to Mary Magdalene, since his 

was a four-day play of more than 30,000 lines which 

included no Old Testament material. The English cycle 

plays not only were shorter but also covered the whole span 

from Creation to Doomsday. The saint's drama, however, 

unrestricted by any considerations except the life or mir

acles of a single saint, could elaborate at will, and did. 
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3. The Digby Play of Mary Magdalene 

When he chose to write a saint's play on Mary 

Magdalene, the author of the Digby play committed himself 

to a subject that had been embroidered upon through the 

centuries by exegetes, legend-writers, and dramatists. At 

the same time, as a man of fifteenth-century England he was 

interested in Mary Magdalene's conversion as a struggle 

between good and evil forces over a human soul. Although 

modern critics have generally been amused at the appearance 

of the World, the Flesh, and the Devil and their minions in 

a saint's play, these personifications were tools of 

psychological interpretation to the author, and also, of 

course, they offered lively foolery for audiences. 

As all its critics have said, Mary Magdalene is an 

extraordinary mixture of genres and decorums, employing 

elements of the scriptural cycle and the saint's play, of 

gospel and legend, low farce and sublime ritual. Comic 

morality characters appear against the austere scriptural 

background of Bethany and Jerusalem, and episodes of grave 

solemnity are contrasted with scenes of realistic low 

comedy. But, as Williams refreshingly observes, "These 

categories exist only in the mind of the scholar. In the 

late fifteenth century, when the piece was composed, the 

building material of a playwright included all this stuff, 

so why not mix it?" (p. 167). 
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The play has frequently been termed "long" but 

actually seems about right for a three-hour entertainment 

on a summer day (quite likely the feast of Mary Magdalene, 

July 22). It is considerably shorter than the Castle of 

Perseverance, longer than Everyman and Mankind. As an 

example of the saint's play genre it is very short compared 

to the French plays and somewhat longer than most Italian 

examples. 

The major dramatic influences upon the playwright 

appear to have been the Corpus Christi cycles, the morality 

play, and the lost saint's drama. Since this is the only 

extant saint's play in English that introduces the romantic 

elements of legend, one may be tempted to deduce from it 

that romance in English drama begins in the late fifteenth 

century. But from Geoffrey of Maine's St. Catherine play 

in the eleventh century down through the years English 

saint's drama had employed legend. Had more of this drama 

been preserved, the strength of the romantic tradition in 

English medieval drama perhaps would be more widely recog

nized than it is. 

The use by the playwright of scriptural and 

legendary material, as suggested earlier, effects a change 

of tone in the middle of Mary Magdalene. so much so indeed 

that Furnivall, editing the play for the New Shakespeare 

Society in 1882, divided it into two parts at the point 

where the King of Marseilles first makes his appearance 
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(1133). The play, however, is intended to be continuous 

and the manuscript gives no indication of such a division; 

Furnivall's "Part I" and "Part II" ought to be forgotten, 

along with the act and scene divisions proposed by that 

redoubtable scholar. The critical question of whether the 

play does indeed break in the middle is a real one, but 

should not be prejudiced in advance by the notion that the 

text is divided into two parts. 

The scriptural history of Mary Magdalene is handled 

by the playwright with considerable economy and with some 

intriguing differences both from scripture and from previous 

dramatic tradition. Apparently in an effort to set the life 

of Mary Magdalene within the larger picture of Christ's 

ministry and the persecution of his followers, the play

wright begins with an episode in which Tiberius Caesar 

boasts of his might and orders his provost to report any 

Christian activities in his dominions, vowing that he will 

execute "swych harlottes" if he lays hands on them. After 

an intervening vignette of events in Bethany, the Emperor 

again steps forward to enunciate his enmity towards any 

rebels against him or his gods and to send a messenger to 

King Herod demanding action in this regard. Herod, before 

the arrival of the messenger, asks his philosophers to tell 

him if any threat exists to his sovereignty; their reply, 

warning him of the power of Christ, refers both to a 

"child" and to a "myty duke" that will rule the world. 
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Herod reacts with typically Herodian rage and, upon receiv

ing the Emperor's dispatches, vows to hunt down the 

Christians. The Messenger goes off to deliver the same 

orders to Pilate. 

Since the events leading up to the crucifixion are 

not shown, these episodes seem curiously extraneous. The 

Herod episode in particular is obviously a reflection of 

nativity plays based upon Matthew 2:7-16 in which Herod 

consults his seers and, learning that a child has been born 

who will become king in his place, decrees the slaughter of 

the innocents. It had often been enacted both in liturgical 

drama and craft cycles, but only by a very free adaptation 

could it be applied, as it is here, to Jesus shortly before 

the Passion. 

The Emperor, Herod, and Pilate appear only once 

more, after the crucifixion, when again they are linked by 

a messenger, the sequence this time running from Pilate to 

Herod to the Emperor. Pilate, feeling qualms about the 

death of Jesus, wonders what to say about the resurrection, 

but is advised by his sergeants to inform the emperor that 

the disciples stole the body. This information is sent by 

letter first to Herod and then to the Emperor, who receives 

it with satisfaction. One is reminded here of episodes in 

the scriptural cycles when the soldiers who have witnessed 

the resurrection agree to lie about it and report that the 

disciples stole the body of Jesus from the tomb. 
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These episodes may appear unnecessary to the play 

and might be interpreted by some readers as evidence that 

the Digby play contains embedded in it parts of an older 

cyclical play. Craig, for instance, believes that "a simple 

and ancient mystery play" (p. 324) lies behind the Digby 

Mary Magdalene and that behind the ancient scriptural play 

in turn lies a liturgical play similar to the Raising of 

Lazarus in the Fleury play-book (p. 315). The interesting 

thing about these episodes of the Emperor, Herod, and 

Pilate, however, is not so much that they suggest material 

in earlier plays as that the playwright has taken the 

material out of its context in the earlier drama and used 

it, so to speak, fictionally. He has also constructed a 

symmetrical pattern that seemed to please him, leading the 

audience from Rome to Jerusalem at the start, and later 

from Jerusalem to Rome by the same means. 

The Mary Magdalene who first appears in the play is 

the legendary, not the scriptural one. Following the 

Emperor's opening remarks, Cyrus, father of Mary, Martha, 

and Lazarus, makes a long statement of his importance. It 

is the traditional opening speech of a king or mighty lord, 

and after ten lines of bombast Cyrus announces that upon 

his death he plans to divide his great estate among his 

three children: 

Now Lazarus, my sonne, whech art ther brothyr, 
The lordshep of lerusalem I gyff the after my dysses, 
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and mary, thys castell, a-lonly, an non othyr; 
& martha xall haue beteny, I sey exprese. (79-82) 

The three thank him in parallel speeches, and Mary's pleas

ure in wealth and worldly joys is stressed in her words, 

"thys lyfflod is abyll for the dowtter of a king, / thus 

place of plesavns, the soth to seye" (99-100). The death 

of Cyrus with his anguished cries for help is realistically 

presented. Each of his children has a formal lament. 

Mary Magdalene thus far, in 304 lines, has been 

presented in the historical context of the persecution of 

Christ and his disciples and in the social context of 

wealth and nobility. The playwright is now ready to drama

tize that part of Mary's life in which he had the most 

freedom to invent, for neither Scripture nor legend is very 

specific about her sins or about the reason for her conver

sion. Human life seen as a struggle between the forces of 

good and evil had been for many years prior to the Digby 

play figured forth on pulpit and stage as a struggle between 

angels and devils, assisted by such theological concepts as 

the seven cardinal virtues and the seven deadly sins. It 

was quite natural, therefore, for the playwright to 

dramatize the conversion of Mary Magdalene in terms of the 

morality play, just as it was natural long after the 

morality tradition had faded for the authors of comedies 

to give their characters names that suggested vices or 

virtues. 
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The Digby author was not an innovator, for the 

morality tradition had been operative for a long time, 

perhaps as long as a century, and the mixture of saint's 

play and morality had been made as far back as The Pride of 

Life (c. 1400) and possibly earlier. The particular manner 

in which the forces are deployed by the playwright of Mai'y 

Magdalene. however, strongly suggests that he was familiar 

with The Castle of Perseverance, or some play very like it 

that has not survived. The points of similarity are: (1) 

The World, the Flesh, and the Devil are introduced in 

sequence, each with his attendant vices; (2) the vice 

characters enter into a plot to corrupt the central 

character; (3) Lechery, seen as a female in both plays, is 

the agent of the seduction in both; (4) the Sins are beaten 

by Belial for losing to virtue the soul they were supposed 

to be preparing for hellfire; (5) good and bad angels advise 

the soul; (6) a castle is put under attack by the vices in 

an effort to get the soul back in their clutches. 

While in The Castle of Perseverance Mankind is the 

hero and the play follows his career from birth to death, 

in Mary Magdalene a historical figure is presented and the 

personification allegory is employed only to present her 

struggle to emerge from a wicked state to a righteous one. 

Mary Magdalene is not Mankind; she is not even, as Eleanor 

Prosser (p. 135) suggests, Everywoman, for a figure 

intended to stand for womankind would not have been wealthy 
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and noble. She is simply the legendary Mary Magdalene, and 

her crisis of conscience is allegorically presented to give 

it grander proportions, to please the public with a rowdy 

show of devils and vices, and perhaps to avoid specificity 

on the subject of the heroine's wickedness. 

The morality section of the play does not limit 

itself to allegorical characters, for in the episode of 

Mary's seduction there appear two entirely realistic 

characters, the Taverner and the Gallant, Curiosity, while 

the personification of Lechery in the tavern episode takes 

on the characteristics of a bawd. 

The playwright in introducing the World, the Flesh, 

and the Devil shows off his erudition. He places in the 

mouth of the King of the World a disquisition upon the 

correspondence between the seven metals, the seven planets, 

and the seven sins, and also suggests that he controls the 

wheel of fortune. Similarly the King of the Flesh, describ

ing the "deyntys delycyows" (335) that he holds sway over, 

presents a long botanical list of herbs and spices that he 

and his wife Lechery enjoy. In the speech of Satan, the 

Prince of Devils, the author manages to insert a reference 

to the Trojan War. These potentates and their agents, the 

deadly sins, hold council at Satan's instigation to plot a 

way of seducing Mary Magdalene; they decide that Lechery 

must take service at Maudleyn Castle to attend upon its 

mistress. The Bad Angel is summoned to take charge. A 
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stage direction then reads: "Her xal alle the vij dedly 

synnes be-seqe the castell tyll they Aqre to go to 

Ierusalem. lechery xall entyr the castell with the bad 

anqyl" (SD 439); 

The siege of the castle is really unnecessary, for 

there is no defense by the virtues; indeed the Good Angel 

has not even made an appearance yet. Apparently the 

presence of Maudleyn Castle at hand suggested the familiar 

siege to the author. Lechery in fact enters the castle at 

once with the Bad Angel, while the other six sins presumably 

cavort in dumbshow until Mary is persuaded to go to 

Jerusalem, leaving Lazarus and Martha to manage the castle. 

(One is reminded here of the theme so popular in Jacobean 

and Restoration comedy, the fate of the woman from the 

country who comes to London for a taste of city pleasures.) 

The fact that Mary Magdalene, a great lady, is seduced in a 

tavern by a man she has never even seen before may be the 

result of a clerical author's naivete; more likely, how

ever, the playwright knew perfectly well that great ladies 

are not seduced this way, but wanted to present the seduc

tion in terms his audience would best understand. The 

tavern was considered by medieval preachers as the center 

27 of debauchery, a well of sin, and the Devil's chapel. 

For this reason, no doubt, Jean Bodel chose a tavern for 

27. Owst, pp. 425-7; Bloomfield, p. 163. 
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the hangout of his thieves in the Jeu de S. Nicolas, as did 

Chaucer for the corrupt trio of The Pardoner's Tale. 

Apart from the fact that the bawd and the gallant 

have allegorical names, the tavern episode is completely 

realistic. The Taverner praises his wines, hastens to make 

the ladies comfortable, and serves as go-between... for Mary 

and the Gallant. Lechery, once she has called Mary's 

attention to the handsome stranger, sits back and lets 

events take their course. The Gallant is a satirical 

portrait in brief, almost as neatly drawn as a seventeenth-

century Character. He is interested only in clothes and 

women, and rather more in clothes, for he discusses his 

wardrobe at length and assures the Taverner, "My dobelet 

and my hassys euer to-gether abyde" (502). He talks 

lovingly of a "bewtefull and ressplendant" lady whom he 

devotedly serves, but at the same time wishes there were a 

pretty barmaid to flirt with. Mary's summons to him by way 

of the Taverner brings him to her side immediately with a 

flood of love rhetoric. The playwright seems to be enjoy

ing in the love-talk an opportunity to satirize the gentry 

and their highfalutin ways. The Gallant says to Mary: 

A dere dewchesse, my daysyys Ieei 
splendavnt of colour, most of femynyte, 
your sofreyn coloures set with synserytei 
conseder my loue in-to yower alye, 
or elles I am smet with peynnes of perplexitel 

(515-19) 
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Mary replies bluntly, "Why, sir, wene ye that I were a 

kelle?" (520), but after a few more languishing speeches by 

her admirer, she consents to take sops and wine with him 

and to dance. When at length they go off together, Mary is 

calling the Gallant "my dere derlyng" and the audience is 

allowed to draw its own conclusions. 

After a short episode in which the Devil is shown 

exulting over the tidings of Mary's fall, she appears 

again, this time in an arbor where she reclines, speaking 

languidly of her loves: "AI god be with my valentynes, / My 

byrd swetyng, my lovys so dere" (564-5). She falls asleep 

in the arbor, like the Mary of the Benediktbeuren Passion 

play, and her Good Angel comes to her side to warn her of 

the dangers of fleshly pleasure. The good in her nature 

aroused, Mary begins to lament her sins, and of her own 

volition, without any further advice from the Angel, 

decides to seek the prophet, whom she describes as "the 

welle of perfyth charyte" (611). Mary's repentance follows, 

very much as it is presented in the gospel of St. Luke, 

with the anointment of Christ's feet, the parable of the 

two debtors, and Christ's forgiveness of the sinner. After 

she is forgiven, the actors representing the Seven Deadly 

Sins, who have been hiding in the house of Simon, rush out 

with anguished howls. The playwright thus makes concrete 

the Scriptural casting-out of the demons. Mary, rejoicing 

over the mercy accorded her, refers to Jesus as having cured 
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her soul and brought it back to health, whereas earlier she 

had spoken of Lechery as "my hertes leche" (461). A final 

brief episode of diablerie concludes the morality section 

of the play; the Bad Angel and the Deadly Sins are beaten 

soundly on the buttocks by the devils for having allowed 

Mary to escape their claws. To heighten the spectacle, the 

playwright has the devils set a house on fire before they 

retire to Hell, but it is not clear what house is meant; 

possibly it was the tavern, which is not used again in the 

play. 

In the Raising of Lazarus which follows, the role 

of Mary is expanded. The episode begins with Mary's return 

to Maudelyn Castle and the joy of Martha and Lazarus over 

her conversion. Lazarus falls ill immediately and both 

Mary and Martha go to find Jesus, who assures them that 

Lazarus will receive his grace. When they return to the 

castle, Lazarus is dying. The playwright, though he is 

clearly trying to get through the scene rapidly, devotes 

considerable space to a speech by Jesus to the disciples 

explaining that the raising of Lazarus will be a fore

shadowing of his own death and resurrection. The repre

sentation of Lazarus coming out of the grave is traditional 

and very similar to the treatment in the English cycles. 

The conclusion of the Lazarus episode marks the 

point where the Marseilles legend begins and where Furnivall 

ended his "Part I." The playwright here for the first time 
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directs the attention of the audience to Marseilles, but 

only for the space of a brief opening speech of the King, 

who boasts of his power and exchanges words of love and 

esteem with his Queen. The scriptural story is by no means 

finished, but the writer has begun a transition which he 

will carry out in a series of carefully alternated episodes 

until gradually the Marseilles story becomes the primary 

one. 

Another transitional device for which the playwright 

deserves credit as an innovator is his use of a lament by a 

devil to report the Crucifixion and the Harrowing of Hell. 

The summarizing of events that have taken place off-stage 

is one of the features of classical drama that English 

playwrights were learning how to manage in the sixteenth 

century. Medieval drama, by contrast, tries to put the 

whole story in front of the audience in the form of action, 

even the trips of messengers. The only summaries are those 

made in banns and prologues which tell in brief what the 

audience is going to see enacted. This playwright of the 

late fifteenth or early sixteenth century not only has a 

sense of unity of theme that prompts him to omit the 

Passion and the Harrowing because they will take the 

emphasis away from his heroine, but has the artistic skill 

to present these events in the form of a report by a con

cerned character. 
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Having effected a condensation in this skillful 

manner, the playwright goes on to present the traditional 

episodes of the three Marys at the sepulcher, the meeting 

of Mary Magdalene with Peter and John, and the appearance 

of Christ as a gardener. The illogical features of these 

episodes, which result, as we have seen, from the differing 

versions of the Gospels, are not reconciled but, because 

of the playwright's efforts at condensation, stand out all 

the more vividly. The Marys approach the tomb and are told 

by the two angels that they have nothing to fear, for Christ 

has risen. At this news the Marys surprisingly say nothing 

at all. Perhaps the scribe of the manuscript omitted a few 

lines. Peter and John then arrive and are told by Mary 

Magdalene that the Lord's body has been taken away and she 

fears that it has been defiled. She does not mention the 

angelic tidings. Peter and John likewise examine the tomb 

and express their fears. One of the angels asks Mary why 

she is weeping, and the Hortulanus episode follows. 

If, as Craig thinks, this part of the play repre

sents an original liturgical core and the very heart of the 

drama, it is an oddly defective heart. Two angels appear 

to whom nobody pays the slightest attention; the tradi

tional alleluia, which is what the episode is supposed to 

be all about, is omitted. The playwright was of course 

familiar with this famous scene and probably omitted the 

song of joy by the three Marys over Christ's resurrection 
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because he felt it would not accord with his heroine's 

subsequent expressions of grief. Apparently he dared not 

simply leave out the traditional scene of the three Marys, 

a solution that would have taken care of the problem; 

therefore he decided to omit the rejoicing of the Marys. 

This stroke was unsuccessful, but it does seem to indicate 

that he was concerned about presenting Mary Magdalene as a 

coherent character. The Hortulanus episode that follows is 

simple and well done, and it includes an original touch. 

Mary, after the recognition, says in a most natural manner: 

whan I sye yow fyrst, lord, verely 
I went ye had byn symovd, the gardener. (1078-9) 

This is the only case in the dramatization of this scene in 

which a real gardener (Simond) is referred to. Jesus 

replies that he is indeed a gardener and his garden is 

man's heart: 

ther-In I sow sedys of vertu all the yere; 
the fowle wedes and wycys, I reynd vp be the rote. 

(1082-3) 

Mary has a number of lyrical speeches of joy, and 

the episode is concluded, as in the Chester play, by the 

appearance of Christ to all three Marys. The action then 

switches back to Marseilles. In the legendary part of 

Mary's story the playwright is free to invent. Since the 

fact that Marseilles is a heathen kingdom is to be an 

important element in subsequent developments, he offers a 

scene of heathen worship. 



190 

From the time when Jehan Bodel invented Tervagan, 

heathen worship had been one of the traditional areas open 

to comic development, the usual practice being to present 

a parody of Christian priests and Christian services. The 

priest in this episode has for acolyte an impertinent boy 

of the type of Pikeharness in the York play of Cain and 

Abel. His scurrilous remarks focus on the priest's 

obesity: he is so fat that women have no interest in him 

as a lover and he'd break the back of any horse he sat on. 

The quarreling is interrupted by the arrival of the King 

and Queen, whereupon the priest hastily dons his "westment." 

The boy reads the lesson for the day in dog Latin, con

cluding: "gravntt yow grace to dye on the galows" (1201). 

The priest asks all to kneel and offer to Mahound, the 

priest and the boy sing the office, and in conclusion 

relics are displayed, including "mahowndes own nekke bon," 

for the faithful to kiss. 

At this point in the play the official world 

intrudes again with the decision of Pilate to lie about 

Christ's resurrection in his report to the Emperor, and a 

messenger relays the falsified report to Herod and Tiberius 

Caesar. None of them appears again in the play, which is 

now ready to launch upon the further adventures of Mary 

Magdalene. 

Up to this point in the drama, the playwright has 

taken considerable pains to employ the medieval dramatic 
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technique of rapid alternation of episodes and has even 

divided some episodes in two in order to present between 

them the events taking place elsewhere. This technique, 

very much practiced in French plays and in the English 

plays that were produced with Place-and-scaffold staging 

such as the N-Town Cycle and The Castle of Perseverance, 

carries several story-lines forward simultaneously and 

creates a great sense of bustle and activity. It also 

keeps the audience from getting restless. From this point 

on in Mary Magdalene, however, only one story is told, that 

of Mary Magdalene, and although there are three sea voyages 

and changes in locale from the Holy Land to Marseilles and 

from Marseilles to the desert, events move along consecu

tively without alternating episodes. This change in 

technique gives the impression that the playwright is 

following a narrative, not a dramatic source. The tech

nique of the cycle plays assisted him in the scriptural 

part of the play and the technique of The Castle of 

Perseverance was his guide for the morality episode, but 

he seems now to be on his own. 

Another summary of events, similar in purpose to 

that made by the Devil earlier, is made by Mary Magdalene, 

who relates that the disciples have all gone to different 

countries to preach. Jesus then speaks from Heaven, 

delivering a long and not very pertinent rhapsody upon the 

Virgin in the language of mystical devotion. At length 
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remembering his servant, Mary Magdalene, he directs Raphael 

to descend and tell her to cross the sea and convert the 

land of "Marcyll." Mary receives the divine message joy

ously and at once sets out to find a ship. The playwright 

has simplified the story by eliminating the persecution of 

the Christians, the advice of St. Peter, Mary's protector 

Maximin, Lazarus, Martha, and all the rest of the party 

which according to legend sailed with her. In addition, he 

has eliminated the oarless and rudderless boat in favor of 

a very realistic vessel crewed by a comical Shipman and the 

usual impertinent Boy. 

The two mariners talk about as one would expect 

English seamen to talk, and the playwright seems to be 

knowledgeable about ships, for he has the Shipman and his 

Boy come into the Place in their boat (on wheels of course) 

sounding with lead and line and making ready to drop 

anchor. The Shipman calls: "Stryke! strykel" and pre

sumably the Boy strikes real sails. Humor is provided by 

the seasickness of the Boy, who cannot cook a meal for the 

captain because of the cramp in his stomach. When he sees 

Mary Magdalene approaching, he cheers up, hoping that she 

will help him. The skipper sarcastically says: "Be my 

trowth, syr boye/ ye xal be sped; / I wyll hyr bryng on-to 

yower bed" (1415-16) and administers a beating. It 

develops that the ship is bound away for Marseilles (though 

it just arrived) and Mary comes aboard, sailing past Turkey 
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and the land of "Satalye" to the harbor of Marseilles, 

while the shipmen sing a chanty. 

These shipmen, presumably the same actors, play an 

important part in the drama, appearing twice more to take 

the King to the Holy Land and back again to Marseilles. 

When the King seeks passage for his pilgrimage to St. 

Peter, he is in such a hurry to embark that the Shipman 

suggests he is probably running away with somebody else's 

wife. Kolve comments that this Shipman is an example of 

natural man, and adds: "Too much knowledge of the way of 

the world has distorted his vision: he is as incapable of 

recognizing goodness as he is of preferring it in his own 

life" (p. 213). He associates the Shipman with the evil 

people in the play. But to judge the Shipman so harshly 

for a joke seems unnecessary. The Shipman and his Boy are 

not noble characters and thus cannot have a noble adventure, 

but they do their job and make their landfalls with 

commendable precision. 

Mary Magdalene's conversion of the King and Queen 

is accomplished in the play with more dispatch than in the 

legend. Rightly conceiving three identical visions to be 

theatrically impossible, the playwright presents but one 

vision episode in which the heroine, attired in an angel's 

robe of purest white, appears to the sleeping King and 

Queen. In a subsequent theological discussion of some 

length, Mary Magdalene tells the King about the Creation. 
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It is the miraculous pregnancy of the Queen, however, that 

induces the King to seek instruction in the new faith. The 

domestic relationship of the monarchs, pictured in tender 

domestic tones throughout, is especially touching when 

against the King's orders the Queen insists on taking the 

journey with him. 

The climax of the action in the Marseilles story is 

the death of the Queen on shipboard, her abandonment with 

the infant upon a rock in the sea, and the miracle of Mary 

Magdalene as a result of which both mother and son are 

found alive by the King upon his return voyage. Mary 

Magdalene is not represented in this part of the play, for 

to show her ministering to the mother and baby would have 

diminished the surprise and wonder of the King's finding 

them alive. Presumably the actor playing the Queen lay 

upon the rock with the infant in her arms until the return 

of the King. The child must have been represented by a 

doll, since there is no reference, as in the Golden Legend, 

to his running on the shore and throwing stones into the 

water. 

Mary's retirement to the desert is treated by con

trast with ritual gravity and made spectacular by the 

appearance of Jesus in Heaven, the descent of angels, and 

the drawing of Mary up into the clouds to partake of heav

enly nourishment. Omitting the summoning of St. Maximin, 

the playwright presents only one priest, who discovers the 
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saintly hermit and later comes back, called by angels, to 

administer the sacrament. The angels receive Mary's soul 

and sing a merry song as they carry it to Heaven, while the 

Priest, serving as Epilogue, blesses the audience and calls 

upon "clerkys with woycys cler" (2139) to sing the Te Deum. 

A legend says here: "Explycit oreqinale de sancta Maria 

maqdalena" (2140), and this is followed by a short apology 

in which the author, or possibly the scribe, asks to be 

excused for any errors he has made, adding: "I desyer the 

redars to be my frynd, / yff ther by ony amysse, that to 

amend" (2144). 

Criticism of Mary Magdalene has largely centered 

upon its introduction of morality conventions into scrip

tural matter and its romantic elements. Gayley (p. 291) 

was especially interested in its relationship to The 

Castle of Perseverance. Bates found it "greatly confused 

in structure" (p. 156) but thought its combination of 

genres interesting. Craig would not admit it as a saint's 

play, declaring that it is simply an expanded liturgical 

play and thus "only quantitatively and revisionally, not 

originally, a miracle play" (p. 324). Williams describes 

the play as "sprawling," and finds that it is "hardly 

memorable dramatic art" (p. 166) except in what he calls 

its technique—the romantic technique of varied incidents, 

action involving many journeys, and time covering a span of 

more than thirty years. One of its kindest critics is 
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Gerould, who finds the action swift and vigorous and con

cludes: "According to its kind, it has genuine dramatic 

worth. Despite its length, it is not tedious" (p. 305). 

Although the possibility of finding any unity of 

theme or action in Mary Magdalene is generally not even 

mentioned by scholars, efforts have been made in this 

direction. John W. Velz sees a controlling purpose in the 

theme of sovereignty, "the true sovereignty of God which 

the play repeatedly contrasts with false claims to dominion 

28 made by men." He believes that Tiberius Caesar, Herod, 

and Pilate were introduced in order to effect a juxtaposi

tion between their ranting conviction of their self-

importance and Christ's serene knowledge of God's might. 

Cyrus illustrates the same theme by boasting of his power 

and wealth at one moment, only to die like any other mortal 

at the next, and so on throughout the play. It is hard to 

deny the validity of such a scheme, since it lies within 

the area of the playwright's intention, but if it is valid 

for Mary Magdalene it must be valid for almost all medieval 

drama, which regularly uses the convention of the braggart 

to introduce royalty and powerful nobles. 

Kolve, on the other hand, sees the raising of 

Lazarus as a foreshadowing of the resurrection of Christ 

and believes that this typology is used by the playwright 

28. "Sovereignty in the Digby Mary Magdalene," 
Comparative Drama 2 (no. 1, Spring, 1968J:32-43. 
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"as a major structural spar, joining its two halves 

together by finishing Part I with the resurrection of 

Lazarus and beginning Part II with the resurrection of 

Christ" (p. 80): The two resurrections, however, are 

necessary parts of Mary Magdalene's story, and one suspects 

they are juxtaposed not to emphasize a theme but because 

the playwright decided the crucifixion did not relate 

specifically to Mary Magdalene and could be omitted. 

Kolve's suggestion, however, if one adds the resurrection 

of the Queen, points the way to a view of Mary Magdalene as 

a play built on reiterated themes of death and rebirth, 

archetypal motifs that account in part for its vitality. 

Most of the criticism on Mary Magdalene seems to 

imply that it lacks art in its mixing of modes, its promis

cuous use of scriptural reality and romantic legend, and 

its vast extension in both time and place. Assessment of 

the play would thus perhaps be assisted by brief considera

tion of a play on the same theme which does employ "art," 

the Italian Rappresentazione di un Miracolo di S. Maria 

Maddalena. This play, the only other extant dramatization 

of the Marseilles legend, was presented in Florence early 

in the sixteenth century and first printed in 1516. Like 

all the Florentine saint's plays, it was produced sumptu

ously and was mostly sung rather than recited (SR 1:391-425). 

A frame story encloses the sacred drama and even 

intrudes between episodes. It is in the form of a dialogue 
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between a virtuous youth named Marco and a wastrel named 

Tomaso. Marco, acting as prologue, announces the subject 

of the play and asks his friend to stay and see it, but 

Tomaso replies that he is going to a tavern. He is finally 

prevailed upon to remain, and the play then begins with 

Simon's invitation to Jesus to eat at his house. The 

playwright promptly takes leave of Scripture and intro

duces Martha, who comes to Jesus begging him to convert her 

sister Mary, who has given herself to vice and depravity. 

Christ suggests that Mary be brought to hear his sermon, 

but Mary, when approached, says she is too busy "in gioco e 

festa." Martha finally persuades her to come by describing 

Jesus as handsomer than any man alive, even handsomer than 

an angel. Mary is intrigued and joins the crowd of disci

ples and other folk. Christ preaches a lengthy sermon, 

during which he turns and addresses Mary directly. She 

begins to cry and, when the sermon is over, calls upon 

Jesus to pardon her. Christ makes no answer but goes to 

Simon's house, where the scriptural story resumes with the 

appearance of Mary, the washing and anointing of Christ's 

feet, the parable, and the pardon. 

Marco and Tomaso, in somewhat the manner of a Greek 

chorus, appear again in another interpolation introduced to 

drive the message home to the Florentine audience. The 

pious Marco asks his friend if he was not moved by the 

drama, and Marco answers that he felt like crying himself 
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when Magdalene did, but he is afraid that his own sins are 

too grievous for pardon. He is assured that this is not 

the case, and eventually he begins to cry (tears are always 

used in the medieval drama as a sign of repentance) and 

ask for Christ's mercy. 

The playwright, who doubtless understood the problem 

of mixing Scripture with legend, reduced his scriptural 

representation to the washing of Christ's feet and care

fully motivated Mary's conversion by means of Martha's plea 

to Jesus, her guile in getting Mary to attend, and the 

sermon. The treatment is very similar to that of Jean 

Michel's Passion, from which the idea was doubtless borrowed. 

The effect of the motivation, however, is to rob the con

version of Mary Magdalene of the miraculous element which 

it has in Scripture and which is its greatest charm. Mary 

is converted simply because Martha has arranged it. 

In the next episode Mary is forced by knights of 

the high priests into a rudderless boat along with St. 

Maximin and Martha. There are no comic boatmen and no 

comic worshippers of Mahound, major attention being given 

instead to Mary's sermon to the people and her prayers for 

divine help. The nocturnal visitations of Mary to the 

Queen are reported, not shown. The miraculous events of 

the Queen's death follow the legendary story closely and 

the King on his return breaks the idol. Another inter

polated conversation between Marco and Tomaso introduces 
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the episode of Mary's sojourn in the desert, her ascent 

with the angels, and her holy death. Marco and Tomaso 

close the play by singing a lauda to Christ, asking that he 

take pity on them as he did on Mary Magdalene. 

The Italian play preserves unity of structure and 

tone, underlines the play's didactic purpose with the frame 

story of Marco and Tomaso, and commits no errors of mixing 

genres. Yet most readers of both plays will probably come 

away from the experience with more respect, or at least 

more affection, for the rough-and-tumble English play, 

which despite its faults is as lively as a Breughel land

scape in which things are going on all over the place. 

One should probably accept the lack of unity in the 

Digby Mary Magdalene. rather than try to fit upon it a 

theme like sovereignty or resurrection or even penitence, 

though some such ideas may have gone through the play-

29 wright's head from time to time. The basic difficulty, 

which the author did his best to solve, is the transition 

from the realistic and somber scriptural milieu to the 

otherworld of romance. In the first half of the play, 

despite her supposed noble lineage, Mary conducts herself 

like a real woman who goes to extremes both in sin and in 

virtue. In the Marseilles episode she begins as a brave 

29. Leon Eugene Lewis in a doctoral dissertation, 
"The Play of Mary Magdalene" (University of Wisconsin, 
1963), p. xliii finds unification in the idea of the 
"Christian's pilgrimage through life. 11 
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and resourceful saint-errant but changes to a sort of 

tutelary deity presiding over the destinies of Marseilles 

and its sovereigns. Finally the heroine is seen in the 

desert as a ritual figure, a personification of the 

contemplative and mystical way of knowing God. 

Williams emphasizes what he calls the techniques of 

romantic drama in this play, referring to the "variety of 

incident and character, action which crosses and recrosses 

the Mediterranean, time covering thirty or forty years, 

staging which strives for the representational in a 

practicable ship" (p. 166), but all these features including 

the ship can be found in the scriptural cycles. Perhaps it 

would be preferable to speak in terms of the motifs of. 

romance which appear in so many saint's plays. 

The saint is on a quest like the knight in chivalric 

romance. The sea, the road, and the forest hold perils for 

him to face. Miracles in the saint's play take the place 

of magic in the romance, and heads or hands that have been 

chopped off can be restored, infants can live for years 

without apparent sustenance, and mothers seemingly dead can 

spring to life again. Whatever the playwright may have 

thought his theme was, his play was about rebirth and 

regeneration, archetypal themes. Mary goes through a 

death of her sinful nature to emerge radiantly pure, 

Lazarus is brought to life, Christ rises again as he said 

he would. Marseilles, a sort of wasteland with a barren 
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king and queen, is brought to fertility and a rebirth by 

the appearance of Mary Magdalene, who by her own virtue as 

an intercessor is able to resurrect the dead Queen and 

preserve her newborn infant. At the end, Mary dies to this 

world and is received into the next. Low comedy, morality 

characters, liturgical echoes, and boasting tyrants add 

variety and abundant life to the play, but the factor that 

makes it stick in the mind longer than some better plays is 

the element of wonder. 
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THE- CROXTON PLAY OF THE SACRAMENT 

The Croxton Play of the Sacrament.^ which takes 

its name from a town mentioned in the banns, dramatizes 

a betrayal, a martyrdom, and a miracle, not of a saint but 

of the consecrated host and thus of Christ himself. 

Designed to teach the doctrine of the Real Presence of 

Christ in the sacrament, the English play has analogues in 

French and Italian drama and in many books of sermon 

exempla. The subject is the profanation by Jews of a host 

which proves its miraculous virtue by bleeding. Plays 

about host miracles are related to miracles of the Virgin 

because they dramatize exempla. present bourgeois charac

ters, and center upon a miracle, but they are also akin to 

plays on the life and martyrdom of saints because the 

enactment of varied forms of torture constitutes a large 

part of the dramatic action. 

1. Whitley Stokes, ed., "The Play of the Sacrament, 
a Middle English Drama," Transactions of the Philological 
Society (Berlin, 1861), pp. 101-52, Appendix 2; Osborn 
Waterhouse, ed., The Non-Cycle Mystery Plays. EETS e.s. 104 
(1909), pp. 54-87; Adams, pp. 243-62. Textual comment is 
offered by F. Holthausen, Enqlische Studien 16 (1892), 
150-1; "The Play of the Sacrament," Anqlia 15 (1893):198-
200. Citations are to Adams. 
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The Play of the Sacrament is preserved in a manu

script of Trinity College, Dublin (MS. F.4.20), written by 

two scribes. Waterhouse (p. lvi), who edited the play for 

the Early English Text Society in 1909, said that the 

"Irish peculiarities" of the manuscript were due to the 

scribes rather than the writer, whom he judged to be an 

Englishman of the East Midlands. A colophon after the 

conclusion of the play informs the reader: 

Thus endyth the Play of the Blyssyd Sacrament, 
whyche myracle was don in the forest of Aragon, in 
the famous cite of Eraclea, the yere of ower Lord 
God. M^cccc. lxi. , to whom be honower, Amen! 

The cast of characters is appended, followed by the state

ment that "IX may play yt at ease," and the initials "R.C." 

The play thus cannot have been written before the date 

given, 1461, and probably was written not long after, since 

a recent date is likely to have been stressed to give 

2 
support to the credibility of the miracle. 

Banns, spoken by two vexillatores. or banner-bearers, 

outline the story to be dramatized and again refer to the 

miracle as having occurred in Aragon, "in Eraclea, that 

famous cyte" (12). After the plot has been related, the 

audience is informed by one vexillator that "At Rome this 

myracle ys known well kowthe" (56). The other adds: 

2. Chambers, 2:427; Cecelia Cutts, "The English 
Background of the Play of the Sacrament." doctoral disser
tation (University of Washington, 1938) , p. 153. 
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Thys marycle at Rome was presented, for sothe, 
Yn the yere of your Lord a M^cccclxi, 
That the Jewes that Holy Sacrament dyd with, 

In the forest seyd of Aragon. (57-60) 

Efforts of scholars to explain the Spanish connection have 

not met with success. Heraclea, of course, was the name of 

a number of cities founded by Greeks, none of them in 

Aragon. The dramatist perhaps selected Spain as a likely 

place for a miracle and invented or garbled the name of the 

city. Apart from these place names there is no mention of 

Spain or anything Spanish; the background is utterly 

English. In view of the play's clear connection with a 

French source, it seems possible that the "forest of 

Aragon" might have started out as the forest of Argonne. 

The reference to Rome is perhaps intended to add authen

ticity to the miracle. If accepted at Rome, the story 

should be true. 

The name Croxton is mentioned by one of the 

vexillatores: "And yt place yow, thys gaderyng that here 

ys, / At Croxston on Monday yt shall be sen" (73-4). 

Although there were a number of Croxtons in the fifteenth 

century, only two harmonize with the East Midland dialect, 

one in Norfolk and one in Cambridgeshire. The Norfolk 

Croxton seems the better possibility because reference is 

made, not in the banns but in the play itself, to "Babwell 

Mill" and "the Tollkote" (540-1). The Croxton in Norfolk 

was twelve miles south of Babwell, where there was a 
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3 Franciscan priory with a mill and a tollgate nearby. The 

mill and the tollgate, to be sure, are mentioned in a comic 

episode which some scholars believe to be an interpola-

4 tion; in that event the other Croxton would be the more 

likely candidate. It would seem, however, a curious 

coincidence if a later interpolator having no connection 

with Croxton in Norfolk should have hit quite by chance 

on locations in its neighborhood. 

Wherever the Play of the Sacrament may have been 

first acted it seems to have become the property of 

strolling players.^ The presence of banns, announcing 

when and where a play is to be presented, suggests that it 

was taken on tour, for similar advance announcements 

accompany other plays believed to have been performed by 

traveling companies, such as the N-Town Cycle and The 

Castle of Perseverance. Originally, perhaps, the play was 

presented in Croxton, with banner-bearers and minstrels 

going to nearby villages to announce the banns and draw in 

an audience. When the play became uprooted from Croxton, 

the name remained, but both "Croxton" and "Monday" would 

have been substituted as the occasion demanded. Another 

3. Chambers, English Literature at the Close of 
the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1947), pi 45. 

4. See Craig, p.325. 

5. Chambers, 2:184; Gayley, Representative English 
Comedies (New York, 1903), 1:xxxviii-xxxix; Williams, 
p. 168. 
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indication of professional use is the notation "IX can play 

yt at ease," for doubling (there are twelve characters) is 

generally thought of as a practice more important for small 

traveling troupes than for religious or craft gilds, which 

usually had plenty of actors to draw upon. 

The staging is Place-and-scaffold, as evidenced by 

stage directions such as: "Jonathas goo don of his stage" 

{SD 148), and only three scaffolds are required: the 

house of Aristorius, the house of Jonathas, and the church. 

The spectacular effects, however, called for some in

genuity: a hand comes off and is miraculously replaced; 

an oven bursts asunder; an image of Christ appears and 

disappears. This "trucage" was probably managed, in the 

first instance, by long sleeves and a property hand, in the 

second by a boy stationed inside the oven, and in the third 

by a trap in the scaffold or more simply by a curtain at 

the back from behind which the image could slip. 

Unlike many saint's play and most medieval drama, 

the plot of the Play of the Sacrament is simple, strictly 

unified except possibly for the comic episode, and can be 

related in a few words. A wealthy Jewish merchant, 

Jonathas, wishes to acquire a host so that he can prove 

that Christ is not in it. He buys a consecrated wafer 

from a Christian merchant, Aristorius, who steals it from 

the church at night. Aided by his four servants, Jonathas 

submits the host to various tortures. He and his men stab 
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it with knives and find to their dismay that it bleeds. 

Jonathas tries to throw it into a cauldron of boiling oil, 

but the host adheres to his hand. When his men nail the 

host to a pillar and attempt to pull their master's hand 

free, the hand separates from the arm. After an episode 

of a comic doctor and his assistant, persecution of the 

host is resumed and it is thrown, with the hand, into 

boiling oil. Finally, removed with pincers, it is placed 

in a red-hot oven, which bursts asunder as an image of 

Christ appears asking the Jews why they persecute him. 

When they ask forgiveness, Christ restores Jonathas' hand. 

The Jews fetch the Bishop, who carries the host back to 

the church in procession. All are pardoned, even the 

guilty Aristorius, and the Jews are converted. 

The Croxton play is believed to derive, though 

perhaps through intermediate sources, from a French play, 

La Mistere de la saincte hostie, extant in two sixteenth 

century editions, of which the first known performance was 

in Paris in 1444.^ This play is the dramatization of a 

miracle which was supposed to have occurred in the pre

ceding century and around which a cult was built. The 

cult involved the church of St.-Jean-en-Greve, to which 

the host was said to have been returned, the church of St. 

Merry, from which it was stolen, and the house of the Jew 

6. Petit de Julleville, 2:574-6; Cutts, pp. 208-9. 
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in the street known as Les Billettas, where a chapel had 

been built. A confraternity presented the play yearly 

along with a procession to the shrines for the adoration 

of the relics, including the torture instruments. It was 

thus a drama intended to reinforce popular belief in the 

miracle and to encourage pilgrimages and contributions to 

this Parisian cult. The chapel of Les Billettes was known 

all over Europe as "the church where Christ was boiled. " 

In the French play the Jew is named Jacob Mousse. 

He acquires the host from a woman who has pawned a dress 

to him and has not the money to get it back. The Jew 

gives her the dress in return for a host which she receives 

at Easter. The Jew pierces the host with his knife, 

scourges it, tries to cut it into five pieces (symbolizing 

the five wounds), nails it to a pillar, throws it in 

boiling water and finally into the fire. The vision that 

appears over the boiling kettle takes the form of the 

crucified Christ but later is referred to as a child. The 

Jew's family beg him to desist but he continues his 

ferocious assaults as the host flies from the kettle. His 

frightened son fetches a Christian woman and the host flies 

into a plate she is carrying. The Jew is burned to death. 

The woman who sold him the host also comes to a bad end. 

In narrative form the legend of the French play 

circulated for some 150 years before it is known to have 

been dramatized, first appearing in 1290; in earlier 
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versions the tortures are less elaborate and the cult of 

the relics is not at first emphasized. Similar stories of 

hosts that demonstrate miraculous qualities are to be found 

in most of the legendaries and sermon manuals. Speculum 

7 Laicorum. which dates from the late thirteenth century, 

relates one such story which is said to have occurred in 

Germany. A woman who had a Jewish friend brought him a 

host when he was near death, hoping it would cure him. The 

Jew struck the host with a knife, causing it to bleed 

copiously; the blood, flowing upon the Jew, cured him. As 

a result he and many other Jews were converted. Like the 

Croxton play, this legend has a "merciful" conclusion. 

Many English legendaries and preachers * manuals contain 

0 such host miracles. One specifically English account of 

such a miracle, told by Knighton in 1382, relates how a 

knight named Cornelius Cloune scoffed at the host, declaring 
g 

that it was only bread. The next time he went to mass he 

7. Consulted in a fifteenth-century Spanish ver
sion, El Especulo de los legos. ed. Jose Mohedano Hernandez 
(Madrid, 1951), Exemplum 259. 

8. Mirk's Festial. pp. 170-5; Robert Mannyng of 
Brunne, Handlvnge Synne. ed. P. J. Furnivall, EETS 119 
(London, 1901), 1:309-35; The Minor Poems of the Vernon MS. 
part 1, ed. Carl Hbrstmann" EETS 98 (London, 1892), pp. 
174-7; The Mirrour of the Blessed Lyf of Jesu Christ, tr. 
Nicholas Love, ed. Lawrence F. Powell (Oxford, 1908), pp. 
301-24. 

9. Chronicon Henrici Knighton, ed. Joseph Rawson 
Lumby in Rerum Brittanicarum Medii Aevi. Rolls Series 92 
(London, 1889), 2:163-4. 
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saw the host turn to bleeding flesh in the hands of the 

celebrant. It will be noted that this English miracle 

relates not to a Jew but to a Christian who doubted the 

Real Presence and is vouchsafed a miraculous proof. 

Cecelia Cutts, who studied the religious and 

historical background of the Croxton play, concluded that 

it was written, not to arouse animosity against Jews or to 

convert them, but to win back to the Church Wycliffites who 

throughout the fifteenth century continued to stir up 

doubts among the people about the Transubstantiation.^ 

This interpretation has found acceptance by a number of 

scholars.^ The Jews in the Croxton play thus are forgiven 

and converted not because the English were more tolerant 

than the French, but because punishment, including burning 

at the stake, had not succeeded in suppressing Lollardry 

and an approach employing gentle persuasion and a promise 

of pardon is being offered instead. 

The French legend of the boiling of the host found 

its way to Italy, where it was dramatized in a sacra 

rappresentazione entitled Un Miracolo del Corpo di 

12 Christo. Adapted from one of the simpler narrative forms 

10. Cutts, pp. 205-6; see also Miss Cutts's "The 
Croxton Play: An Anti-Lollard Piece," MLQ 5 (1944):45-60. 

11. Williams, p. 170; Kolve, p. 48. 

12. See D'Ancona, Oriqini. 1:377, 270; 333. 
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of the French legend, this play has the Jew secure the host 

from a woman by alleging that he wishes to cure his sick 

son with it. The torture of the host is unusual in that 

the Jew fries the wafer instead of boiling it. Two men 

who come to borrow money see the blood from the host and, 

thinking a murder has been committed, run to inform the 

Bishop. When the prelate arrives, the host flies into his 

hand. After the usual procession to the church, the Jew is 

condemned and burned alive, but the woman, since her intent 

was not evil, is set free. Another Italian host miracle, 

13 Un Miracolo del Saqramento. uses the motif of the 

severed hand. The Jew in this case tries to dispose of the 

host in a forest pool but his hand adheres to a rock in the 

water. When he confesses to a priest who happens to 

appear, his hand is restored and he is baptized. The 

Christian who sold him the wafer is eaten by a lion. This 

play, however, was printed in 1500 and appears to be later 

than the English Play of the Sacrament. 

An effort has been made to identify the Miracolo 

del Corpo di Christo (in which the host is roasted) with a 

play of the host presented in Rome for Leonora of Aragon 

in 147 3 and thus to account for the reference to Aragon and 

13. M. Bernardo Cungi, Rappresentazione d'un 
Miracolo del Saqramento (Florence, 1500). 
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14 Rome in the Croxton play. It is not certain, however, 

that the play seen by Leonora was the same one. The 

Italian play is closer to the French sources than to the 

Croxton play; thus the probability is that the English 

play derives ultimately from the French one, possibly 

through a lost version, dramatic or narrative, or as Owst 

(p. 490) and Gerould (p. 304) suggest, from an exemplum 

drawn from some preacher's stock. 

A host story from Brussels has been cited as 

possibly related to the Croxton play, largely because the 

15 Jew in this version is also named Jonathas. Apparently, 

however, the story attained wide circulation only after 

the start of the sixteenth century and is therefore not a 

16 likely source for the English playwright. 

Since most accounts of the Croxton play-sources 

mention a Dutch play, it should be made clear that this 

drama, written about 1500, is not a source and that it 

bears no relationship to either the French miracle or the 

17 Croxton play. In brief, the Dutch play tells of a host 

14. Florence E. Barns, "The Background and Sources 
of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament," dissertation (Uni
versity of Chicago, 1926); cf. D'Ancona, Oriqini, 1:287-8. 

15. Barns, pp. 214-16; cf. Cutts, p. 314. 

16. Dom Liber, "Le Jubile d'un faux miracle," 
Revue de Belgique (June, 1870) 1:160-94, says the Brussels 
story was not widely known until 1529. 

17. Summary is printed by Creizenach, 1:345; cf. 
Cutts, p. 26. 
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found in a field by a bishop's messenger, who tests it to 

ascertain whether or not it is genuine. The host bleeds 

and is brought back to the church in a procession while a 

pair of devils entertain the audience with antics and 

theological arguments. 

In the natural emphasis of most scholarship on 

sources and analogues, the connection of the Croxton play 

with the Corpus Christi festival in England is sometimes 

overlooked. The Italian Miracolo del Saqramento was 

obviously intended for Corpus Christi day and is prefaced 

by a lengthy monologue delivered by an angel in which the 

entire history of the feast from its foundation is re

counted. Although the English play as it stands seems to 

have been used without regard to Corpus Christi by 

traveling players, it might originally have been written 

to mark the festival. Kolve (p. 48) points out that 

sermons on Corpus Christi day traditionally used miracles 

of the host as exempla and supposes that some communities 

may have had Corpus Christi plays of that sort. There is 

evidence that at Chester, an independent play on the 

sacrament was performed, in addition to the scriptural 

18 cycle, by the clergy on Corpus Christi day. Kolve also 

suggests that the non-extant Aberdeen Haliblude Play might 

have been sruch a play. Most interesting in connection with 

18. Chambers, 2:350; Wickham, 1:347. 
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the Croxton play is Young's discovery of the record dated 

1389 of an interludium that the gild of Corpus Christi at 

19 Bury St. Edmunds was charged with performing. 

Neither Kolve nor Young suggested a relationship of 

this interludium with Croxton, but Chambers made the point 

that Babwell, mentioned in the Croxton play, was only two 

miles from Bury St. Edmunds and suggested that the Play of 

20 the Sacrament might have been written by a monk of Bury. 

If the gild at Bury St. Edmunds was in the habit of per

forming Corpus Christi plays over the years, the Croxton 

play might be an adaptation of one of them. 

The miracle celebrated by the Croxton play was the 

subject of church art at Friskney, Lincolnshire, where a 

fresco presented a number of pictures relating to the 

sacrament. They had been painted over and were uncovered 

in 1900 in the course of making repairs to the church. Two 

miracles of the host are among them: one depicts the 

legend of a woman who laughed at mass and was made penitent 

when the wafer turned to flesh before her eyes; the other 

shows three Jews around a table, stabbing a host with 

21 daggers. Although there is probably no direct connection 

19. Karl Young, "An Interludium for a Gild of 
Corpus Christi," MLN 48 (1933):84-6. 

20. English Literature at the Close, p. 45. 

21. Anderson, p. 183. 
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between the earlier frescos and the Croxton play, the 

painting of the stabbing of the host does make it clear 

that the legend was well known in England. 

The Play of the Sacrament is unique in English 

medieval drama in presenting as its major characters upper-

middle-class figures rather than nobility, saints (who of 

course represent a type of nobility), or morality personifi 

cations. Both Aristorius and Jonathas are prosperous 

merchants, employing many retainers and engaged in complex 

international trading operations. These fifteenth-century 

merchant princes are introduced in strictly parallel 

episodes and by parallel speeches. 

Both characters begin by boasting about their 

wealth and importance, and it is evident that such vaunting 

speeches had become strict dramatic conventions, for a 

stage direction says: "Now . . . the Jewe Jonathas shall 

make hys bost." (SD 68) Each speech begins with a 

religious apostrophe: Aristorius calls upon Christ, while 

Jonathas the Jew invokes "Machomet" (69), for to the 

medieval dramatist all non-Christians were Mohammedans. 

The boasts that follow employ the device of alliterative 

catalogues to emphasize the importance of the two merchants 

In the case of Aristorius the speech is geographical, 

listing all the far places where he trades, while Jonathas' 

catalogue presents the variety of jewels and spices he has 

to sell. Waterhouse suggests that the poet borrowed his 
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list of place-names, which is in alphabetical order, from 

some geographical manual (p. lxi). The list of jewels and 

spices may well have been borrowed too, for it bears 

traces of alphabetical organization. Evidently the play

wright was not averse to using whatever material fitted 

his purpose. In the speech made by the Image, he appears 

to have borrowed from some poem in the "Complaint of 

22 Christ" tradition. 

Each of the merchants concludes by speaking of his 

retainers, Aristorius saying: 

My curat wayteth vpon me to know myn entent, 
And men at my weldyng; and all ys me lent 
My well for to worke in thys worlde so wyde. 

(40-2) 

Jonathas introduces his four men, Jazun, Jazdun, Masphat, 

and Malchus, who he says "waytyn on my wyll" (110). 

The transformation of the old clothes dealer and 

the poor woman of the French legend into prominent merchants 

seems likely to have been made by the playwright, rather 

than by an intermediate nondramatic source, for only a 

playwright would have had good reason to make the change. 

It was probably made not as an attempt at the realistic 

portrayal of English types, but rather because the author 

did not know how to put a play together without using 

boasting characters of high estate. The medieval English 

22. Barns, pp. 220-1. 
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drama that has come down to us almost always employs high 

characters, especially to start a play. The really 

unnecessary appearance of the Emperor, Herod, and Pilate 

at the start of Mary Magdalene is a case in point. If the 

English dramatized miracles of the Virgin, which must have 

been fairly widely played, had been preserved, scholars 

would be better able to estimate when the use of low 

characters in drama was accepted in England. Some of the 

French Miracles de Notre Dame and Miracles de Ste. 

Genevieve introduce humble people in principal roles, 

although the majority of these plays still favor the 

decorum of nobility. One may hazard a guess that the 

English playwrights, in the fifteenth century far less 

sophisticated than the French, may have tended to dramatize 

such miracles of the Virgin as dealt with high-ranking 

people because they were accustomed to such a tradition. 

In any event, the playwright of the Croxton play was 

apparently more comfortable with a play that opened with 

the boasting speeches of kings, dukes, or prelates. In 

all the English saint's plays, in the Cornish drama, in 

the scriptural cycles, and in plays like The Castle of 

Perseverance a boasting speech introduces important 

personages at the start of the play. 

If one excepts the moralities, which presented 

types of virtues, vices, and average mankind, there was no 

dramatic convention in England for making protagonists out 
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of a ragpicker and a poor woman. These two characters of 

the French miracle are therefore given the highest 

bourgeois status the playwright knew. The decorum of the 

play is thus raised to the point where the conventions of 

scriptural drama and most saint's plays could be employed. 

The writer shows considerable skill in adapting 

the convention to his merchants and substituting wealth, 

strange lands, and exotic jewels and spices for the usual 

tyrant's emphasis on raw power. Structurally, the parallel 

presentation of the two characters is not unlike, for 

instance, that of Annas and Cayphas in the scriptural 

cycles. After the opening speeches, the parallel treatment 

continues as the Christian speaks with the priest and 

Jonathas with his four men. An effort at characterization 

is launched, however, for the audience sees Aristorius in a 

gentle and pious conversation whereas Jonathas is plotting 

to acquire a sacred wafer and put it to the test. 

The playwright seems continually to be at the 

center of a balance between English medieval dramatic 

tradition and a more realistic treatment in which 

motivation and psychology are at work. For instance, 

Aristorius uses the familiar device of sending a messenger, 

his clerk, to summon Jonathas for a business conference. 

Like all such messengers the clerk descends into the Place. 

He does not, however, go to Jonathas* scaffold, for the 

Jew has already been motivated (by desire to purchase a 
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host) to seek out Aristorius. The messenger and the Jew 

thus meet in the Place. This is better theatrical business 

than the traditional sending of a messenger, delivery of 

the message, and journey of both parties to the other 

scaffold, and it seems to result from a mingling of old 

conventions and new ideas. It is a standard technique of 

classical comedy and of Elizabethan drama. 

The reader gets an idea of how fifteenth century 

merchant princes did business (or how the playwright 

thought they did) in the episode between the Christian and 

the Jew. In an effort to show the audience that Jonathas 

is a man of consequence, the playwright has Aristorius, 

upon learning of his approach from the clerk, order cloths 

(tapestries, doubtless) to be hung upon the walls, saying: 

"I prey the rychely araye myn hall / As owyth for a marchant 

of the banke / Let non defawte be fownd at all" (180-2). 

Once seated together, the merchants begin to bargain. 

If we can assume that the playwright's invention 

is responsible for this episode, he deserves credit for 

having created a temptation and fall that are both credible 

and psychologically sound. In response to Jonathas1 first 

offer of twenty pounds, Aristorius rejoins piously, "I 

wollnot for an hundder pownd / To stond in fere my Lord to 

tene" (208-9), but he adds that the price is very low. 

Jonathas swears that he wants the host only in order to 

find out if it is really God Almighty; if it is, he will 
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convert to Christianity. The audience knows that Jonathas 

is not sincere, for he has earlier declared flatly that the 

Christian belief is false and that the presence of Christ 

in the "cake" is but a conceit (119-24). However, 

Jonathas1 apparently serious purpose moves the Christian 

somewhat nearer to the crime. His next objections are not 

religious but practical, for he fears being caught in the 

act and charged with heresy. Jonathas suggests stealing 

the host at night and Aristorius, snared by his own 

covetousness, asks what the price would be. Apparently 

forgetting the grave nature of the deed that is proposed, 

the Christian's bargaining instinct takes over and he 

rejects a new offer of forty pounds. Eventually he settles 

for the one hundred pounds which he has twice declared 

would not be enough to make him betray his Lord. 

There follows an ironic scene in which Aristorius 

greets his chaplain, Sir Isoder, and with unctuous cordiality 

attends him at his supper of bread and wine, sees him to 

bed with a blessing, and goes off to rob the church. 

In the torture of the host the playwright takes 

leave of character development in favor of a ritual scene 

of profanation, heavy with symbol and doctrine and reminis

cent of the passions of Christ and of the martyred saints. 

Before attacking the wafer, the Jews solemnly state the 

major Christian tenets which they intend to disprove. The 

merchant and his four men then turn into typical 
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"torturers," familiar in Passion plays, scriptural cycles, 

and the saint's drama. One Jew declares: "with clowtis we 

shall know yf he haue eny blood" (372). Another snarls: 

"smyte ye in the myddys of the cake, / And so shall we 

smyte theron woundys fyve" (378-9). A third, striking, 

shouts: "Haue at ytl Haue at yt, with all my myghtl" The 

buffets, the five wounds, the tying of the host to a post, 

the driving of three nails, all recall to the audience the 

details of Christ's passion. 

There are, however, suggestions of saint's martyr

doms as well in the use of boiling oil (instead of the 

water of the French legend) and of pincers. The placing of 

the host in an oven and Jonathas' instructions to his nien 

to make it "as redd hott / As euer yt can be made with 

fere" (603-4) recalls the gridiron of St. Lawrence and the 

red hot helmet of St. Christopher. The bursting of the 

oven figuratively represents the resurrection. A stage 

direction reads: "Here the ovyn must ryve asunder, and 

blede owt at the cranys. and an image appere owt with 

woundis bledynq" (SD 632). This Image speaks at length to 

the Jews, forgives them when they cry for pardon, cures 

Jonathas' hand by having him immerse it in the cauldron, 

and talks like a Jesus of mature age. Jonathas, however, 

reporting later to the Bishop, says the vision was "A chyld 

apperyng with wondys bloody" (724). Perhaps for the oven a 

boy actor was needed. Obviously an oven big enough for a 
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man would have been impractically large. A boy-size one 

was probably made of wood painted black, designed to fall 

apart easily so that the Image, all the more affecting as a 

child, could rise up on cue. 

For the use of an oven as the final means of torture 

an exemplum in the South English Legendary (1:227-9) pos

sibly presents a source. The story, entitled Miraculum de 

Puero relates that a Jewish lad goes to church on Easter 

with Christian playmates and is attracted to the image of 

the Virgin he sees there. Returning home, he tells his 

parents that he has been at the Christian church. The 

father, mad with rage, throws him in the oven, although it 

is burning hot. When the distracted mother rushes into the 

street wailing, neighbors come into the house, open the 

oven, and find the child sitting unharmed inside. He says 

that the lady he saw at church saved him. The people throw 

the father into the oven, and the boy, his mother, and many 

others are converted. 

This analogue appears likely to have been in the 

mind of the Croxton author, for it associates Jews with an 

oven, and it may have suggested the idea of a boy-Christ 

coming miraculously out of the mouth of the red-hot oven. 

The loss and restoration of the Jew's hand is a 

motif that recalls religious legend also. Kolve (pp. 130-1) 

points out that punishment of an impious hand appears in 

many Assumption plays in which a Jew or Jews seek to stop 
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the burial of the Virgin and, when they touch her bier, are 

unable to take their hands away until they repent and are 

converted. The lost Fergus play of the York cycle included 

such an incident, but it was apparently suppressed because 

it became an occasion for boisterous mirth on the part of 

23 the spectators. Another incident of a punished hand 

appears in the Nativity plays of the N-Town and Chester 

cycles when a midwife, doubting the virgin birth, touches 

Christ's mother and finds her hand withered; it is restored 

when, after her expression of penitence, she is allowed to 

touch the Child. 

Another element in the Croxton torture episode that 

suggests plays about martyrdoms is the fact that, although 

the torments of the host are intended to figure those of 

Christ, the host is miraculously preserved intact under the 

most drastic torments. Christ, though he later rose, died 

like a man; the saints, on the other hand, frequently dis

played miraculous resistance to all varieties of torment, 

and their wounds were often healed by divine intervention. 

St. Lawrence on his gridiron, for instance, astounded the 

bourreaux by asking scornfully to be turned over and roasted 

on the other side. The imperviousness of the host to all 

23. See Anna J. Mill, "The York Plays of the 
Dying, Assumption, and Coronation of Our Lady," PMLA 65 
(1950):866-76. 
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attacks causes the same kind of consternation among the 

five Jews. 

The removal of the host from Jonathas' house to the 

church in solemn procession is similar to a favorite epi

sode in saint's drama, the translation of relics from their 

first place of burial to the church where they will estab

lish a cult. Such processions, usually accompanied by 

miracles, formed the concluding episodes of many continental 

saint's plays. Realism returns again, however, when 

Aristorius, who watches the procession from his scaffold 

and needs no messenger to tell him what has occasioned it, 

confesses his sin to the priest, Sir Isoder, and asks him 

to intercede with the Bishop. A very gentle Bishop (it is 

not clear whether his mildness should be attributed to the 

natural virtues of the English or to the playwright's 

desire to win Lollards back to the Church) pardons one and 

all and baptizes the Jews. Both Aristorius and the Jews 

plan to leave on pilgrimage at once, a conclusion that is 

often found in saint's plays about penitents and convert's. 

Sir Isador, however, and any priests who may be in the 

audience are instructed to keep the pyxes locked in their 

churches to prevent any further episodes of the kind. There 

were in fact several thefts of pyxes in London in the late 

fifteenth century, believed to be the work of Lollards, and 

in Henry V Shakespeare's blunt King Harry has one of his 
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former tavern companions, Bardolph, hanged for stealing a 

pyx from a French church (3.6). 

Into the midst of this simple and strictly unified 

play, there intrudes a comic episode considered by most 

critics to be quite irrelevant. Just after Jonathas loses 

his hand, and while he retires for a moment to recover from 

the shock, a leech's assistant enters the Place and, 

addressing the audience directly, launches into an ironic 

account of the failings of his master, "the most famous 

phesycyan / That euer sawe uryne" (455-6). When the doctor 

fails to appear, the boy makes a mock proclamation asking 

anyone to speak up who knows the whereabouts of "Master 

Brundyche of Braban." Upon the doctor's entrance, a low 

comedy dialogue ensues about his cures and remedies, his 

attention to "wydowes, maydese, and wyvse" (515), and his 

knowledge about every disease known to man, including "the 

poose, the sneke, or the teseke" (538). 

Some effort has been made by the playwright to fit 

the episode into the main plot, for the doctor's boy tells 

his master that his services are needed by Jonathas the 

Jew, who has lost his hand. (The hand, during the comic 

episode, has been hanging gorily from the host, which is 

apparently attached to one of the uprights of the scaffold's 

superstructure.) The Jew, of course, rejects the quack's 

services in a rage and has the doctor and his boy beaten 

out of the Place by his servants. 
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The comic doctor has been a focus of attention for 

a number of scholars who see in the episode an interesting 

use in serious drama of the Quack Doctor of the folk-plays 

24 of St. George. In the Oxfordshire St. George Play, for 

instance, Old Dr. Ball enters with an account of the ills 

he can cure: 

I am the Doctor, and I cure all ills, 
Only gullup my portions, and swallow my pills; 
I can cure the itch, the stitch, the pox, the 

palsy, and the gout, 25 
All pains within, and all pains without. 

The doctor of the St. George plays, however, has a very 

special function, for he acts as the agent of rebirth and 

brings St. George, the Dragon, and the rest of the fallen 

combatants back to life. In the Croxton Play of the 

Sacrament renewal is not a result of the pre-Christian 

battle between summer and winter which seems to survive in 

the St. George plays, but it is the result of God's grace 

through Christ. Part of the Jew's rage with the doctor may 

be due to a realization that his is not the sort of wound 

any earthly doctor can cure. The medieval commonplace of 

Christ as the soul's leech would appear to be operative 

here. Seen thus, the doctor episode contributes not only 

comic relief but irony. In the Cornish play of Saint 

24. Gayley, English Comedies. 1:xxxviii-xxxix; 
Gerould, pp. 304-5; Chambers, The English Folk-Play, 
pp. 169-70; Waterhouse, p. lx. 

25. Adams, p. 354. 
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Meriasek a similar contrast is made between comic heathen 

doctors who are unable to cure the Emperor's leprosy and 

Pope Sylvester, who with divine help can cure both body and 

soul. 

The comic-doctor episode has been seen by some 

critics as not part of the original Croxton play. Craig, 

the chief exponent of this view, points out that the banns 

do not mention the comic episode and argues that analysis 

of the versification indicates a different writer because 

metrical forms are used in the doctor episode that are not 

used elsewhere in the play. He concludes: "This excrescence 

is indeed a tiny folk play inserted in the main story. It 

accomplishes nothing ..." (pp. 326-7). M. D. Anderson 

erroneously states that the episode is written in a differ

ent hand, whereas in fact the copying of the play was rather 

evenly divided between two scribes. She also observes that 

the "prologue" does not mention the doctor and uses both 

arguments to opt for an original "more dignified version" 

(p. 185). In answer to the argument about the banns, it 

would not probably have seemed appropriate to the author to 

mention a comic episode in the synopsis of the action; the 

banns of the N-Town Cycle and The Castle of Perseverance are 

serious throughout and do not speak of any levity to come, 

nor does the Poeta of The Conversion of St. Paul refer to 

the Stabularius scene. As to the difference in versifica

tion, Chambers describes the poet of The Play of the 
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Sacrament as displaying "a vigor of expression unmatched in 

2 6 medieval drama, except by the Wakefield Master." Such a 

poet might well have introduced a different verse form in 

his comic episode for reasons of decorum. 

Scholarly arguments about interpolated scenes in 

medieval drama generally center upon comic episodes which 

are seen as inappropriate in serious drama. It is not 

reasonable, however, to impose on medieval literature 

standards more appropriate to French neoclassical drama. 

The Greeks themselves included a satyr play with a tragic 

trilogy. In the Middle Ages the juxtaposition of comic 

matter with religious matter of the greatest solemnity, 

especially in the drama of England, France, and Germany, 

was an established way of looking at things in an age of 

extreme contrasts of every kind. There may be many reasons 

for suspecting an episode in a medieval play to be a later 

addition, but scenes should not be suspect merely because 

they are comic. Since most modern readers enjoy the comedy 

as much as the medieval audiences did, there seems to be no 

very valid reason to cast a pall over legitimate mirth by 

suggesting that the funny episodes have been added by 

later, cruder writers, catering to ignorant groundlings. 

Because the Croxton play springs from an attitude 

toward Jews for which prejudice would be a mild term, 

26. English Literature at the Close, p. 45. 
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scholars dealing with it have been confronted by the 

problem, philosophical rather than purely literary, of 

whether a play reflecting a benighted view can be in any 

way a good play. Some of those who have written on the 

Croxton play, such as Chambers, Gayley, Craig, and Kolve, 

have avoided the issue by treating it objectively as a 

piece of literary material. Such an approach is like 

introducing your idiot uncle to a dinner party without 

warning the guests that he is as mad as a hatter; pre

sumably the guests will draw their own conclusions. Other 

scholars have admitted their distress over the subject 

matter. Pollard, for instance, said: 

The subject . . . and its treatment by the 
dramatist are both so painful that is it diffi
cult to award this drama the attention which, 
as dealing with a modern legend and introducing 
almost contemporary characters, it in some 
respects deserves. (p. xliv) 

Pollard's effort to give due attention to the play was 

short-lived, for on the next page he concludes: "The play 

has absolutely nothing to recommend it" (p. xlv). 

The fact that the English play, unlike the French 

one, does not burn the Jew alive is seen by a number of 

critics as a point in favor of the Play of the Sacrament and 

of English fair play in general. As Katherine Lee Bates 

puts it: "The English dramatist is more merciful" (p. 146). 

Florence Barns, in a dissertation, argued that the conver

sion of the Jews represented a milder attitude toward Jews 
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in England. Craig (p. 327) terms the mercy extended to the 

Jews a "gentle" feature of the play. If the play is seen 

as anti-Lollard propaganda, and this view is doubtless 

correct, the Jews were spared not out of mercy but because 

they actually represented English doubters whom the play

wright wanted to win over. 

Still another attitude on the part of criticism has 

been to treat the Croxton play objectively but to dismiss 

it finally as "crude" without explaining exactly why it 

27 deserves that label. Williams observes: "The play is a 

crude affair" (p. 169). Anderson uses the same term 

(p. 182), as does Gerould, who adds that it lacks "the 

simple dignity that makes much early drama appealing" 

(p. 304). The word "crude" cannot be applied to the 

structure of the play, for it is rather well-knit, nor to 

the characterization, which is good by medieval standards, 

nor yet to the poetry, if Chambers be accepted as a 

competent judge. The play is "crude" because it displays 

an attitude towards Jews that was, for medieval Christians, 

normal, and one that is not unknown to the sophisticated 

twentieth century. Students of English drama, with but a 

handful of medieval plays that are not part of cycles, must 

make the best use they can of The Play of the Sacrament as 

27. Gayley is the only critic of The Play of the 
Sacrament who has approached it with unclouded enthusiasm. 
See English Comedies, p. xxxix. 
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an example of a well-constructed, well-written saint's 

play, which it is, while admitting that the subject is 

uncongenial if not downright barbaric. In the Gothic 

cathedrals angels were placed cheek by jowl with gargoyles, 

and some of the gargoyles are very ugly indeed. 



VIII 

TWO MIRACLES OF THE VIRGIN: DUX MORAUD 
AND THE PRIDE OF LIFE 

The following not wholly unsympathetic description 

of a famous medieval literary genre was written in a letter 

to Thomas Cromwell from Bath Abbey by a certain Dr. Layton, 

an agent of Henry VIII who had been sent there to eliminate 

subversive reading-matter. 

Ye shall herewith receive a book of Our Lady's 
miracles well able to match the Canterbury 
tales. Such a book of dreams as ye never saw, 
which I found in the library.^ 

The book in question was probably a collection of tales or 

homiletic exempla. Although the letter is cited by Gerould 

as an illustration of "the animus of King Henry's inquisi

tors" (p. 315), the wording in fact suggests more than a 

trace of nostalgia. The book was not after all destroyed 

on the spot but sent to Cromwell, as though a Prohibition 

agent were to send a bottle of old wine to a friend instead 

of pouring it out. 

The miracles of Our Lady indeed represent a rare 

vintage, though during the past century many literary men 

have not had much of a palate for them. Late 

1. Francis Aidan Gasquet, Henry VIII and the 
English Monasteries (London, 1899), p. 144. 
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nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholarship on 

dramatized miracles of the Virgin preoccupied itself with 

sources, motifs, staging, and historical background but had 

very little sympathy as a rule with the manner in which 

fourteenth-century playwrights interpreted the doctrine 

behind the plays. Petit de Julleville's comment on the 

"excesses" of the genre is typical: 

Le culte de la Vierge au XIII0 siecle, culte 
admirable et si fecond en nobles vertus . . . 
avait ete porte quelquefois a des exagerations, 
certainement pueriles, et peut-etre dangereuses. 
. . la Vierge etait devenue peu a peu, dans le 
theatre pieux, ou elle jouait son role, un obstacle 
a la justice de Dieu, plutot que la servante de 
ses misericordes. Le pecheur le plus endurci, le 
plus abominable criminel, parvenu au moment 
critique ou sa perte allait devenir irrevocable 
par la mort, pourvu qu'il invoquat, fut-ce meme 
un peu machinalement, le nom de Marie, etait sauve 
(j'allais dire malgre Dieu) par la toute-puissante 
intercession de la Vierge. (1:127) 

It is of course indisputable that in the French Miracles de 

Notre Dame murderers, rapists, robbers, and incestuous 

lovers find mercy when they appeal to the Virgin. They are 

not, however, snatched up to Heaven immediately as the 

result of death-bed conversions, but either do penance 

(often for years) before receiving the Virgin's mercy, or 

are miraculously returned from death to life so that they 

may finish well a career begun badly. (In the same way 

Scrooge in Dickens' Christmas Carol. which is a miracle of 

the Virgin without the Virgin, has a vision of his sordid 

death and is allowed to awaken to a life with new 
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possibilities.) The Virgin does not senselessly rescue the 

depraved but offers hope to the desperate, and since 

desperation is the milieu of the western world in our 

times, we may perhaps accept with greater warmth a drama 

whose constant message is hope. The dramatized miracles of 

Our Lady present archetypal situations of guilt and atone

ment and draw for material upon all the narrative sources 

of the Middle Ages—pious legend, history, romance, and 

fabliau. They are thus long overdue for rehabilitation as 

serious drama. 

Of all the dramatized miracles of the Virgin which 

must have been played before English audiences, only two 

fragmentary plays have survived the tooth of time and the 

search-and-destroy missions of the Reformation: Dux Moraud 

and The Pride of Life. In addition, there is a complete 

miracle of the Virgin in the Cornish saint*s play. Saint 

Meriasek, which will be taken up in a later chapter. 

Scholarship has rather half-heartedly accepted Dux Moraud 

and The Pride of Life as miracles of the Virgin, but 

because they are not complete, the tendency has been to 

forget them while making flat statements to the effect that 

England unaccountably had no such plays, or that none at 

least has survived. Some critics in the early years of 

this century even suggested that English playwrights were 

to be commended for avoiding the genre, seen as 
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2 inappropriate for sturdy British yeomen. Because of the 

fragmentary nature of the two texts, the Virgin does not 

appear in either one. Perhaps the fact that the two texts 

do not include the Virgin saved them from the iconoclasts 

of the Reformation, or perhaps the parts relating to the 

Virgin were excised from the extant manuscripts by zealous 

reformers. In Dux Moraud the intervention of the Virgin 

can be assumed because of many non-dramatic analogues of 

the story in which she does appear, while in The Pride of 

Life a prologue informs the audience that the Virgin is to 

take part. 

1. Dux Moraud 

Dux Moraud"^ has come down to us in the form of an 

actor's part, written in a fourteenth-century hand on a 

long narrow strip of parchment cut from the margin of an 

assize roll for Norfolk and Suffolk. This actor's "side" 

reposed for years in a cloth box in the Bodleian Library, 

its dramatic character unrecognized, and was catalogued as: 

"a roll of English poems, apparently songs: those on the 

2. Bates, p. 174; Gayley, p. 75. 

3. Osborn Waterhouse, ed., The Non-Cycle Mystery 
Plays. EETS, e.s. 104 (London, 1909); Adams, pp. 207-11; 
W. Heuser, ed., "Dux Moraud. Einzelrolle aus einem 
verlorenen Drama des 14. Jahrhunderts," Anqlia 30 (1907): 
180-208. Citations are to Heuser. 
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4 recto are secular, those on the verso religious." The 

manuscript once passed under the eye of Chambers, who later 

very humanly expressed his chagrin at not having perceived 

5 its nature. It was brought to light and edited with full 

and learned comment by W. Heuser in 1907. 

The manuscript is headed "Dux Moraud," which may 

or may not be intended as the title of the play but is 

certainly the name of the character whose speeches are 

copied out here. The name has been associated, without any 

very sound etymological reason, with the word maraude. 

meaning "vagabond," so that some scholars have called the 
g 

protagonist "the Vagabond Lord." 

The first speech of Dux Moraud is a typical 

dramatic prologue, urging the audience to be quiet: 

I prey yow lordynges so hende, 
No yangelynges ye mak in this folde to day. 

(7-9) 

The word fold offers suggestive evidence that the play was 

staged in an enclosed outdoor location, and a few lines 

later there is a reference to the Place: "Set yow alle 

semly in plas" (11). Thus it is clear the play was staged 

4. F. F. Madan's Catalogue of Additional Manu
scripts , No. 30519. 

5. English Literature at the Close (Oxford, 1945), 
p. 65. 

6. See Rossiter, p. 73; Craig, p. 327, rejects a 
derivation from maraude. 
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in the round. Scaffolds were used, for Dux Moraud also 

says, "Semly ther I syt vp on sille, / My wyf & my mene by 

my syde" (18-19), sille or sulle being a word for "base" or 

"platform." 

Dux Moraud, like the Herods, Pharaohs, and Pilates 

of the scriptural cycles, threatens to enforce silence with 

blows if necessary. He announces that he is a rich and 

prominent lord, master of all he surveys, and a man who 

will take no part in anything shady. The action of the 

play begins as he bids goodbye to his wife, urging her to 

come home again soon. Possibly in reply to words from his 

lady cautioning him to behave himself in her absence, he 

makes a pious appeal to God's grace to preserve him from 

sin and to Jesus to save him from "wykyt thowtes" (54). 

No sooner has she departed on her journey, however, than 

he turns to his daughter and reveals his forbidden love, 

employing courtly formulas and declaring: "My wyl me most 

aue of the" (64). A presumably encouraging reply from the 

daughter elicits another burst of passion from the Duke, 

who calls her his "deryn [secret] love," and they retire 

to her chamber. 

When his wife returns and learns what has happened, 

the Duke is in a torment of anxiety lest she betray his 

illicit love to the countryside at large. Therefore he 

commands the daughter to kill the mother. The deed being 

done, he declares himself merry again, "For care, with 
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outyn duere, / Is went away for ay" (111-12). But care 

returns with the birth of a child to the daughter. Dux 

Moraud callously orders his daughter to bring forth the 

child and kill it, since its existence will reveal their 

secret to all the lords of the land. The girl again obeys, 

for in his next speech her father thanks her for the good 

news she has brought. At this point the manuscript is 

partly illegible, but apparently after the murder of the 

child Dux Moraud flees the country, returning after a time 

to express his complacency in a long alliterative boasting 

speech. 

The ringing of a church bell motivates the Duke to 

go to church, for despite his self-satisfaction of the 

previous speech, he now feels worried and wants to redeem 

himself by some good deed. Perhaps an episode intervened 

here to make his transition from joy to anxiety less abrupt. 

He goes to church, probably leaving his "palace" scaffold 

and moving to another one where he prays to Christ, admit

ting his sinful state. A priest appears to whom Dux Moraud 

confesses that he has led his daughter to incest and incited 

her to commit two murders. Following, no doubt, a severe 

speech by the priest and the imposition of penance, he 

returns to his daughter and rejects her affection, declaring 

that she must not tempt him. He intends to give away all 

his treasure and to travel on pilgrimage to atone for his 

wickedness. But Dux Moraud's daughter kills him, striking 
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him in the face "with earful strokes & rownde" (256). As 

he dies he pleads for divine mercy to save his soul from 

hell and tells his daughter that he hopes Christ will 

forgive her: 

Iesu ful of gras 
For-geue the this trespas 

that thou ast don to me, 
& geue the gras to blyn Ccease] 
Of that wykyd syn 

Quylk thou ast don so fre. (257-62) 

The dating of Dux Moraud in the fourteenth century 

is supported by the texture of the language, which is simply 

and starkly effective throughout, without a trace of the 

doubtful splendors of "aureate" diction. The author has 

used several different stanzaic forms not only the rime 

couee pointed out by Craig (p. 327), but also a ballad 

stanza similar to that of the Chester cycle and another 

employing alternate rhyme. In addition, some of the 

vaunting speeches are written in stanzas with a longer 

alliterative line. The author was no "rude mechanical" 

but a writer quite familiar with the poetic and dramatic 

conventions of his time. 

Many analogues of the incest theme of Dux Moraud 

appear in legend, poetry, and homiletic exempla in which 

the wicked daughter turns to Christ and the Virgin and is 

saved by her penitence. Heuser points out that there are 

two distinct incest motifs running through medieval litera

ture. One is the theme of the incestuous father, 
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illustrated in several plays of the Miracles de Notre Dame 

(such as La Fille du roy de Honqrie. discussed in Chapter 

III), as well as in romances like Emare. The daughter in 

these examples rejects the advances of her father and 

escapes from him, often by the expedient of cutting off one 

or both of her hands so that he will no longer desire her. 

The story of Dux Moraud, which has been called the 

incestuous-daughter theme, is less romantic and does not 

appear in any other extant plays, although similar tales 

are found in nondramatic literature. In these the salva

tion of the sinful daughter is the focus and in most 

analogues she repents at the end. The story appears in 

7 Gesta Romanorum. entitled "Of a Repentant Harlot." 

0 Herolt's Promptuarium Exemplorum offers an example in which 

the daughter at the end hears a sermon on salvation, repents, 

and is saved. An unrepentant daughter, however, appears in 

an English narrative poem which closely follows the plot of 
Q 

Dux Moraud and ends with the father's death. Another 

analogue not cited by Heuser (who prints all those mentioned 

above), is to be found in Speculum Laicorum (Exemplum 363); 

it tells of a young widow who by the devil's counsel has 

7. The Early English Versions of the Gesta 
Romanorum, ed. S. J. H. Herrtage, EETS, e.s. 33 (London, 
1879), p. 390; printed in Heuser, p. 206. 

8. Exemplum 20; printed by Heuser, p. 207. 

9. Rawlinson MS 118; printed by Heuser, pp. 201-5. 
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three children by her brother and kills them all. 

Obsessed by her sins, she takes poison, but calls upon the 

Virgin before it takes full effect. The Virgin appears, 

speaks severely to her, and cures her of the poison. There

after the woman becomes a nun, to serve God and the Virgin 

for the rest of her days. 

The development of the incestuous daughter story 

serves as an excellent illustration of the growth of a 

Mary-legend. Originally such a legend was, as Craig says, 

"merely the record of a sordid crime" {p. 328), but with 

the burgeoning of the cult of the Virgin it was used, as 

were many other secular tales, to exemplify a miraculous 

intervention by Our Lady. Any legend or fabliau of a 

wicked person could be al/fcered in this way as a lesson for 

sinners that it is never too late to repent. Thus when 

Chambers says, "The piece has been called a miracle play, 

10 but is perhaps better regarded as a fabliau," he seems to 

be making a distinction that does not distinguish. Without 

a miraculous intervention, Dux Moraud is far too cynical 

for a drama of the Middle Ages. Whereas in a sermon, a 

conclusion in which the daughter kills herself or becomes a 

prostitute might be used as a lesson on the sin of despair, 

in a drama without any enunciated lesson the condemnation 

of the daughter would be a savage irony. The girl, incited 

10. Chambers, English Literature at the Close. 
p. 65. 
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to all her crimes by her father, would be condemned to 

hellfire, while the much more wicked father would repose 

safely in the bosom of Mother Church. To judge from the 

analogues, the daughter, after killing her father, gives 

way to despair. She may try to kill herself and in her 

terror may call upon the Virgin. More likely she is 

present (not by coincidence but by special grace) at a 

sermon which turns her to God and Our Lady, for the integra

tion of a sermon into the play is one of the usual features 

of the French genre. In either case the Virgin will request 

the permission of Jesus to help her, and will descend, 

accompanied by the archangels, to assure her of a new 

chance for a Christian life. 

Classifying the play as a dramatized miracle of the 

Virgin need not, of course, prevent modern readers from 

seeing it also as domestic tragedy and thus relating it to 

many a grim play of crime and punishment enacted on Eliza

bethan and Jacobean stages. Rossiter, referring to Dux 

Moraud. says he does not believe it to be a miracle of the 

Virgin at all "but a primitive tragedy on incest and 

expiation" (p. 73). He is partly right, of course, for the 

play is a stark representation of sin and demonstrates keen 

psychological insight. The uxorious farewell speeches of 

Dux Moraud to his wife, for instance, when he piously prays 

God to keep him out of sin, are beautifully juxtaposed with 

the fatuous compliments he gives his daughter in the 
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following episode. The cynicism with which he orders his 

daughter-paramour to kill her mother is grimly underlined 

by his description of his formerly beloved lady as "that 

ilke old schrewed qued Ccursed old turd3" (103). After the 

murder his frenetic gaiety chills the blood, as he romps 

about his scaffold crying out: "A! now am I mery this 

stound" (100). Utterly self-seeking and shameless, he yet 

dies with the words of saints and martyrs on his lips when, 

after asking that his daughter be forgiven for killing him, 

he expires with the words: "In manus tuas domine" (266). A 

reader accustomed to the ironic drama of today may perhaps 

consider him a hypocrite, but the medieval playwright 

intends this conversion to be taken very seriously: Dux 

Moraud has made a good confession, he has abandoned his 

former sin, and had he not been murdered he would have 

demonstrated his penitence by giving away his wealth and 

taking up the staff of a pilgrim. The message to the 

audience is implicit: Even if you are as bad as this man 

or this woman, there is still hope for you. 

It is difficult to imagine the play as ending with 

the daughter brandishing her bloody weapon over her pros

trate father and the devils, perhaps, coming out to fetch 

her. The moralities of the latter part of the sixteenth 

century often doomed a wicked protagonist to hell, but in 

the Catholic medieval drama the lesson was how mankind 

could be saved, rather than what he should do to avoid 
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damnation. If the distinction appears slight, it is still 

sufficient to save the daughter of Dux Moraud. 

2. The Pride of Life 

The manuscript of The Pride of Life was discovered 

in Ireland at the end of the nineteenth century by James 

11 Mills. It is written in two hands on the blank spaces 

and on the back of an account-roll of the Priory of the Holy 

Trinity, Dublin, for the years 1333-46. An early editor, 

12 Brandl, judged it to be a copy of a play written in the 

South of England about 1400, and later scholars have 

generally accepted his conclusions. The fragment includes 

a prologue of 112 lines which summarizes the plot and 410 

lines of dialogue, amounting perhaps to about half the 

play. 

Scholarship on this play has mainly centered upon 

its morality characteristics and its thematic derivation 

from the late medieval Dance of Death, in which Death was 

conceived of as a grinning skeleton leading careless 

gallants and ladies to the yawning grave. The relationship 

of The Pride of Life to Everyman and later moralities has 

11. Ed. and tr. for the Royal Society of Antiquaries 
of Ireland (Dublin, 1891). 

12. Alois Brandl, Quellen und Forschunqen zur 
Sprach- und Culturqeschichte der Germanischen Volker. 
Strassburg (1898), pp. 1-35. 
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been extensively discussed,^ but its ties with saint's 

plays and with dramatic miracles of the Virgin in particu

lar have tended to be neglected or mentioned only in 

passing. New insights to supplement the old may therefore 

be gained by emphasizing The Pride of Life as a miracle of 

Our Lady. 

The lengthy prologue, more typical of French than 

of English medieval drama, begins by calling upon young and 

old to be quiet and listen "with mylde mode" to the "game" 

that will begin and end here before them. The spectators 

are asked to pray for good weather and are promised 

profitable entertainment: 

Here ye schullin here spelle 
Of mirth & eke of kare. (13-14) 

The reference to the weather informs us of course that the 

performance was outdoors. Although the stage directions 

are not full, there is plenty of evidence that the mode of 

production was Place-and-scaffold. The Prologue, as he 

concludes, asks the audience to be polite and "distourbit 

noght oure place" (110). Another reference to the Place 

appears in a stage direction for an exit: "et eat platea" 

(SD 470). The scaffold representing the King's palace 

apparently has a curtain which can be drawn, for the King 

tells a servant to "Draw the cord" (303), and a stage 

direction reads, "Et tunc clauso tentorio . . (SD 306). 

13. See Chambers, 2:155; Craig, pp. 343-4. 
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The term "tent" for a scaffold enclosed with curtains is 

also used frequently in the Cornish plays. Further evi

dence of the use of scaffolds comes in a speech of the 

Messenger to the Bishop beginning: "Sire Bisschop, thou 

sittist on thi se" (323). Scaffolds were required for the 

King and Queen, for the Bishop, and probably (a point to be 

discussed later) for Heaven and for Hell. 

The Prologue describes the principal characters, 

the King of Life and his Queen, possibly making a gesture 

with his hands towards the scaffold where the monarchs sat 

on chairs of state in view of the audience. After present

ing a full summary of the plot, the Prologue concludes by 

calling for quiet again, so that the play may proceed 

"Throgh Jhesu Cristis swete grace" (112). 

The opening speech of the King of Life is similar 

to that of Dux Moraud. He vaunts his power and might, 

commands all and sundry to be quiet, and summons his 

knights. Strength and Health, who assure him that with their 

support he will be "king withouten ende" (160), for no one 

will dare to dispute him. The Queen cautions her husband 

to remember God and Holy Church and give some thought to 

making a good end. His insistence that he will live for

ever is met with a repeated warning from the Queen, "Yet 

thogh thou be kinge / Nede schalt haue ende" (203-4). The 

King, however, puts her aside. His knights assure him that 

if Death comes they will conquer him in battle. 
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The King calls for his messenger, Solas or Mirth, 

who skips up and sits in his monarch's lap like a jester, 

assuring him: 

Ocke, ther was neuer thy pere, 
For thou art King of Life. (293-4) 

Pleased with the flattery, the King gives Solas "the 

castel of Gailispire on the Hil, / And the Erldom of Kente" 

(301-2). This lordly parceling out of lands to servitors 

occurs also in the Cornish drama. The comedy arises from 

the exaggerated differential between the value of the gifts 

and the social status of the recipients. In addition the 

names of the properties and titles that are bestowed 

probably have humorous connections now lost to us. The 

careless gift of a rival town or of the estate of an 

unpopular lord would be certain to provoke laughter. When 

the King of Life retires to rest behind his curtain, his 

Queen promptly sends Solas after the Bishop. The Messenger 

goes off merrily, singing a song, and summons the prelate, 

who delivers a long sermon to the King (presumably waking 

him from his nap). About eighty lines are devoted to the 

Bishop's homily, which begins as a general complaint upon 

the times rather than a specific address to the King's 

folly. The theme is the popular commonplace of "the world 
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upside down," one of the rhetorical topics often developed 

14 in medieval Latin literature. The Bishop says: 

the world is nou so wo-lo wo, 
In such bal i-bound 

that dred of God is al ago 
& treut is go to ground. (327-30) 

Rather in the mood of Piers Plowman, the Bishop 

personifies Meed as a deemsman (judge), Strength as a law

breaker, and Truth as a fugitive. He flays rich men for 

their disregard of the poor and, getting down to the King's 

case, declares that the rich do not think of their death or 

realize they risk being doomed to "delful derkyns" (373). 

After an "Amen" the Bishop speaks directly to the King, 

saying he must learn Christ's lore if he wants to be saved. 

The King starts up angrily, calling the Bishop a 

"babler" and a "bolhed [bull-head!" pointing out jeeringly 

that there is no hurry, for the Church will not run away 

15 (a popular proverb among loose livers). In a typical 

memento mori speech, the Bishop tells the King that when 

death comes he will be no king but a mere page, and that in 

the grave a golden crown will be of no help. The King's 

flip reply is, "Fare wel, Bisschop, thi way / and lerne bet 

to preche" (449-50). In defiance of the Bishop's counsel 

the King sends his messenger to cry his "banns" and see if 

14. Ernst R. Curtius, European Literature and the 
Latin Middle Ages. tr. Willard R^ Trask (London, 1953), 
pp. 94-5. 

15. Owst, p. 489. 
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Death dares to show himself and object. The fragment ends 

as the messenger goes down into the Place and announces 

that his master will punish anybody who dares disobey him: 

thegh-hit wer King of Deth 
& he so hardy were; 

Bot he ne hath might ne meth 
the King of Lif to affere. (495-8) 

For the lost conclusion the account of the Prologue 

must serve. Death accepts the challenge and sends a 

messenger to announce that he will enter the King's domain. 

The King has a terrible dream in which Death slays his 

father and mother and then himself. The dream is apparently 

intended to show that at last the King is afraid. Then 

Death comes and, after a fearful combat, conquers the King 

of Life. Through the prayer of Our Lady, however, Jesus 

permits the soul and body of the King to debate, after which 

the soule ther on schal be weye 
that the ffendes haue i-kaghte 

& Oure Lady schal therfor preye 
So that with her he schal be lafte. (105-8) 

Criticism has been especially preoccupied with the 

Dance of Death theme, seeing the play as a dramatization of 

the macabre paintings and poems that flooded fifteenth-

century Europe. Chambers (2:153), who points out that 

dramatizations of this theme were presented in Bruges and 

Besanqon in 1449 and 1453, believes that the motif of Death 

in The Pride of Life links it with moralities such as 

Everyman, Mankind, and The Castle of Perseverance. Death 

also stalked in the theater of the Abruzzi where a dramatic 
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dialogue, Petto dell1Inferno. presented a dead man come to 
•I 

life to warn a living man of the pains of hell. The 

courts of kings enjoyed the frisson caused by the appear

ance of Death into a joyful masque. An early court masque 

in Scotland (1285) featured the spectre of Death gliding in 

17 among the dancers. In Spain the coronation of Fernando 

el Honesto in 1414 was marked by a pageant in which Death 

appeared. His appearance may give us a notion of what 

Death looked like in The Pride of Life. He was "dressed in 

close-fitting yellow leather so that his body and his head 

looked like those of a skeleton; all gaunt and fleshless 

and without eyes, looking very ugly and very terrifying and 

with his hands making gestures in every direction, beckon— 

18 ing to some and to others." 

The Pride of Life and Everyman are used by Craig 

(pp. 345-6) to support the thesis that the morality play 

derived from the Dance of Death, which in turn developed 

from semidramatic church representations of the Dance. He 

notes, however, that in The Pride of Life the King's sins 

are not stressed or personified as evil companions, and 

concludes: "The King of Life ... is but a shade removed 

from a king in the Dance of Death who must, king though he 

16. Bartholomaeis, pp. 11-15. 

17. Mill, p. 48. 

18. Shergold, p. 119. 
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is, submit to all-conquering Death" (p. 347). Williams 

finds the play "an illustration of one of the great morality 

themes, the coming of Death" (p. 144). The Pride of Life 

thus holds a place in literary history as probably the 

earliest morality, but its ties with the saint's play have 

not received much consideration. 

The debate between body and soul, mentioned by the 

prologue, also has attracted attention as associating the 

> 19 play with the nondramatic debat. Body-and-soul debates, 

a literary fashion of French origin, flourished in England 

in a number of poems in which after death the soul criti

cized the body for its self-indulgence, and the body 

recriminated against the soul for not having shown enough 

leadership. This particular kind of debate is not a 

feature of the Miracles de Notre Dame, but there are scenes 

of judgment which have a similar purpose. 

One point not mentioned by scholars is the weighing 

of the soul. The Prologue says, "the soule ther on schal 

be weye / that the ffendes haue i-kaghte" (105-6). This 

detail puts the reader familiar with continental drama on 

firmer ground as far as the conclusion of the play is 

concerned, for the weighing of the soul appears both in 

dramatic and nondramatic miracles of the Virgin. The basic 

situation is that a sinful soul is caught by the fiends and 

19. Williams, p. 144; Rossiter, p. 96. 
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calls upon the Virgin for succor. She asks her Son to 

conduct a weighing of the soul, that is, a judgment. 

Usually the sinner's good deeds weigh far less than his 

evil deeds, but either there is one single good deed that 

is allowed to outweigh all the bad, or else the Virgin 

resorts, as it were, to trickery, and the Devil is robbed, 

as usual, of his prey. 

The Miracle de Notre Dame that goes by the title of 

Pierre le Changeur (6:225-300) is a good example of the 

weighing of a soul. The tale, which was well-known, also 

appears in a fourteenth-century English imitation of 

20 Handlynq Synne. In the French play, Pierre is presented 

as a crabbed and avaricious man whose only good deed was 

done in anger when he threw a loaf of bread at a beggar. 

When he sickens and lies down to die, the demons in hell 

prepare to fetch his soul, but Pierre1s Good Angel begs 

Notre Dame to intercede, citing Pierre's one good deed. 

Despite the protests of the demons, Pierre's good deed and 

the mercy of the Virgin save him from hell, and Jesus 

allows him to return to life. A changed man, he devotes 

himself thenceforward to acts of charity. 

The Speculum Laicorum offers several analogues. In 

one of them (Exemplum 365) the soul of a dying sinner is 

brought before the Judge and claimed by the Devil. Truth 

20. MS Cambridge Univ. Ii, 4.9, cited by Bloomfield, 
pp. 173-4. 
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and Justice, personified as maidens, speak for the sinner 

in an effort to show that the Devil's claim is illegal. 

When the deeds are weighed and the bad are seen to out

weigh the good. Truth and Justice tell the sinner that his 

only recourse is an appeal to Our Lady. He falls at her 

feet, and she compassionately puts her hand into the scale 

holding the good deeds. Despite angry protests by the 

Devil, the sinner is released and returns to life to amend 

his ways. In another similar tale the Virgin, to save a 

sinner, puts a drop of Christ's blood into the balance. 

These stories may shock the legalistic mind, but they are 

simple allegories intended to show that, although in strict 

justice most of mankind does not deserve Heaven, Christ's 

mercy, especially through the intercession of his Mother, 

is boundless. 

Not only the continental tradition but also the 

English tradition supports the hypothesis that a judgment 

scene of this type was enacted in the final episode of The 

21 Pride of Life. The Castle of Perseverance, of later date 

than The Pride of Life but probably reflecting a tradition 

established by other plays no longer extant, employs a 

final judgment containing many of the elements related by 

the Prologue in The Pride of Life. Upon the death of 

Mankind, his soul emerges from his body and there is a 

21. F. J. Furnivall and A. W. Pollard, ed., The 
Macro Plays. EETS, e.s. 91 (London, 1904). 
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one-sided debate in which the soul does all the talking, 

accusing the body of submitting to lusts of the flesh. 

Mankind's Good and Bad Angels take up the debate, both 

being convinced'that Mankind will be damned because of his 

covetousness. The Soul, however, appeals to Mercy. The 

Four Daughters of God then enter the Place and debate 

before the throne of God, who awards the decision to Peace 

and Mercy. Mankind's soul is then led to Heaven. The 

Castle of Perseverance is not a miracle of the Virgin; 

therefore it ends with death. 

Another judgment scene which dramatists sometimes 

used instead of the weighing of the soul was the debate 

between the Devil and the Virgin (or her angelic agents). 

Such a debate has been discussed in connection with the 

play of the drowned, unbaptized child from the Miracles de 

Ste. Genevieve. In a lost Aberdeen play of 1471 entitled 

Ludus de Bellyale there was probably enacted a debate or 

22 legal argument between Belial and the Virgin. The French 

Actes des Apotres has such an episode, but the debate (over 

the saving of a pagan youth) is conducted by Satan and 

Moses before the throne of Divine Justice. One of the 

triumphs of the defense (typical of similar episodes in 

which the Virgin appears) is a miraculous erasure of all 

the sins listed in a very heavy tome called le Livre des 

22. Mill, p. 62. 
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pecheurs. When Satan opens it to read off the sins of 

* 23 mankind, he exclaims in horror, "Tout est efface!" Any 

of these motifs might have appeared in The Pride of Life. 

Adhering strictly to what is said in the prologue, however, 

the conclusion of the play may be reconstructed in general 

terms as follows. 

Death appears in the Place in a hideous skeleton 

costume and makes a vaunting speech daring the King of Life 

to meet him in the field. The King comes down from his 

scaffold with his knights. Strength and Health, who are 

promptly struck down ("He dredit nothing his knightis"— 

90). The battle is presumably witnessed by the frightened 

Queen from the "Palace" scaffold, by the gleeful devils at 

the Hell-mouth, and by Jesus, the Virgin, and their 

attendant angels in the "Heaven" station. 

The King, sorely wounded, falls to the ground, and 

devils run into the Place to capture his soul. The Virgin, 

however, possibly after an appeal from the devout Queen, 

asks her Son to permit a debate between the body and the 

soul of the King. Prom the point of view of staging this 

could most conveniently have been managed by the introduc

tion of two actors, possibly children, to stand over the 

prostrate King. While they debate in the traditional 

23. Raymond Lebegue, Le Mystere des Actes des 
Apotres. contribution a 11 etude de 1'humanisme et du 
protestantisme frangais au xvi° siecle (Paris, 1929) , 
p. 177. 
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manner, the devils circle ever closer, for such debates in 

nondramatic literature at least generally ended in the dis

patch of both body and soul to Hell. In this case there is, 

however, following the debate a weighing of the King's 

deeds. Our Lady prays for the soul (and possibly inter

venes in the balance with her mercy), and the demons are 

routed. Then the King of Life, if the play follows the 

course of the analogues, is awakened from his death-sleep 

by the Virgin and told to go back and live a better life. 

The play might have ended with his good resolution to go on 

a pilgrimage or enter a monastery. 

The Pride of Life, thus extended to its logical 

conclusion, seems less like Everyman and more like a saint's 

play. Although the morality aspect is certainly present in 

the personifications and in the sense most readers have 

that the King of Life is intended to stand for humanity in 

general, the play is also a saint's play. One may ask, 

moreover, whether the dramatized miracles of the Virgin 

did not contribute more than is recognized to the morality, 

for many examples deal with bourgeois life, with sins and 

follies, and with the eventual saving of a soul. The 

miracle of Pierre le Chanqeur could be transformed into a 

morality with the addition of some personified sins, and 

the Good Angel, familiar in moralities, is already present. 

The King of Life, being a king, cannot stand for 

all humanity nearly as well as that humble citizen Everyman. 
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The playwright has made use of many of the conventions of 

medieval drama that were employed to portray the proud 

king. His boasting and vanity recall not only the tyrants 

of the scriptural cycles, but also those of saint's plays 

like the lost English play King Robert of Sicily and the 

Italian play of II Re Superbo, both of which presented a 

haughty monarch humbled by divine intervention. 

If the reader sympathizes with the King of Life, it 

is largely because of his very human reactions to his 

wife's nagging and the Bishop's long sermon. This domestic 

realism in a fictitious situation is characteristic of the 

better saint's plays, which even when dealing with history 

and biography had far more leeway for invention than did 

the Biblical plays. Their contribution to romantic drama 

has long been recognized, but the realism and psychological 

insights they handed on to later generations of dramatists 

have not been assessed. Dux Moraud and The Pride of Life, 

fragmentary survivors of a lost English genre, help to 

suggest, in a small way at least, some of the qualities 

which the theater of Shakespeare may have owed to the 

medieval saint's play. 
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THE CORNISH LIFE OF SAINT MERIASEK 

From Cornwall in the early years of the sixteenth 

century comes the only extant saint's play in England that 

dramatizes the life of a saint from childhood to death. 

The Life of Saint Meriasek (Beunans Meriasek in Cornish) 

survives in a manuscript dated 1504 and written or 

transcribed by a certain "Dominus Hadton." Since Had is 

a nickname for Ralph (Radulph), it has been suggested that 

2 the name should be interpreted as Dominus Ralph Ton. The 

play is obviously associated with the Church of St. Meriasek 

at Camborne, where a holy well that went by the saint's name 

was reputed to have healing powers. Since the nearby 

College of Glasney at Penryn was the literary center of 

the area in the Middle Ages, it has been assumed, doubtless 

correctly, that one of the canons of Glasney (whether Had 

Ton or another) wrote The Life of Saint Meriasek. To judge 

from reports of episcopal investigating committees, the 

canons at Glasney led a free-and-easy life, occasionally 

abbreviating the divine office in favor of poaching in 

1. Whitley Stokes, ed. and tr.. The Life of Saint 
Meriasek, A Cornish Drama (London, 1872). 

2. Leonard E. Elliott-Binns, Medieval Cornwall 
(London, 1955), p. 403. 
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3 neighboring game preserves. Poaching and the drama, it 

seems, have always had a fruitful relationship. 

Whitley Stokes, who edited and translated Beunans 

Meriasek in 1872, three years after the discovery of the 

manuscript, found the language, except for a few English, 

French, and Latin phrases, to be Middle Cornish, and some

what more modern thxn that of the Cornish scriptural cycle 

(p. xiii). Cornish is today a dead language, its last 

native speaker having died in the eighteenth century. Most 

of the stage directions of Saint Meriasek have been added 

in a later hand, many in English and some in Latin. The 

manuscript includes two staging diagrams showing the dis

position of scaffolds around the circular Place for each 

day's performance. The drama was played in a "Cornish 

round" (pien an qwary) or earthwork theater, probably at 

Camborne in connection with St. Meriasek1s festival which, 

conveniently for open-air drama, was celebrated in June. 

One such round, capable of accommodating up to 4,000 

4 spectators, is preserved at St. Just in Cornwall. 

A play of no small literary merit and of great 

interest for its staging, Beunans Meriasek has never 

received the attention it deserves from scholars of English 

drama because it is written in Cornish. Plays such as the 

3. Elliott-Binns, p. 357. 

4. For a discussion of the Cornish rounds see 
Southern, pp. 60-9. 
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Ludus super Iconia Sancti Nicolai by Hilarius in Latin and 

the Mystere d'Adam in French are often given a place in the 

history of English drama on the possibility that their 

authors might have been Englishmen. Written and acted in 

England, Saint Meriasek deserves a wider audience than the 

restricted field of Cornish antiquities has provided for it 

Beunans Meriasek can perhaps best be approached as 

a history play, for it tells the life story of a local 

saint, and its author made use of such historical source 

material as was available to bring the saint to life for 

his Cornish devotees. The historical Meriasek, or Meriadoc 

was a Breton saint whose sojourn in Cornwall has little 

support except in Cornish legend. The playwright's story 

derives ultimately from a lost Vita of the saint as it v/as 

presented in the liturgical books used in the diocese of 

Vannes in Brittany. A fifteenth-century collection of the 

lives of Breton saints, presumably based on the lost Vannes 

legendary, contains a life of Meriasek (Meriadocus in 

Latin) which appears to be the same one followed by the 

playwright, for one of the narrative stage directions in 

5 the play uses the identical words of the Latin Vita. This 

life of the saint, which some Cornish ecclesiastic may have 

copied when on a visit or pilgrimage to Brittany, was 

5. Gilbert H. Doble, Saint Meriadoc, "Cornish 
Saints" Series 34, reprinted from the Truro Diocesan 
Gazette {1934):28-31. 
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doubtless used at the Church of St. Meriasek in Camborne 

for the lessons read upon the saint's feast. It may have 

been bound up with other material, for the playwright says, 

upon introducing' the miracle of "the Son of a Woman": "Hie 

filius Mulieris cuiusdam ut invenitur in miraculis de beato 

mereadoco pompabit dicens" (SD 3170). This miracle has no 

relation to Meriasek but is a miracle of the Virgin; there

fore, it may be assumed that the Vita of St. Meriasek was 

but a part of the volume at Camborne and that other miracles 

and saints' lives may have been included. Perhaps the life 

of St. Silvester was also in this book, a possibility that 

would explain the rather surprising presence of Silvester 

in Beunans Meriasek. 

The Vita of Meriasek at any rate provided the play

wright with all of his material for the life of the saint 

in Brittany. Meriasek's family background, his schooling, 

his decision to take orders, and his retirement to a hermi

tage near Pontelyne (actually Pontivy), his reluctance to 

become Bishop of Vannes and his final capitulation, his 

miracles and his holy death—all are recorded in the Vita 

pretty much as the playwright presents them. The saint1s 

sojourn in Cornwall, however, must have been invented by 

the playwright on the basis of local legends: first, and 

6. "Here the son of a certain woman, as is found 
in the miracles of the blessed Meriadoc, shall pomp [strut 
on his scaffold], saying . . . 



263 

most important, the saint was believed to have founded the 

church at Camborne; further, there was his sacred well, 

believed to be especially efficacious for insanity, and 

there was a rock with his name on it. 

Out of these traditions, which of course may have 

been more detailed in his time than they are today, the 

playwright created a plausible and even stirring account of 

Saint Meriasek's Cornish adventures, an account which 

centers around these three bits of "evidence" and which 

also finds a reason for Meriasek's departure from Cornwall 

by supplying a local tyrant who drives the saint out of the 

country. Teudar, a ranting lord of the Herod variety, was 

not invented by the playwright but was borrowed from 

Cornish folklore. He is a traditional Cornish bogeyman who 

appears also in the Vita Petroci, the Vita Guiqneri. and 

the Life of Saint Kea. as a fierce and savage man who per

secuted saints and devised fiendish tortures for criminals. 

The name also may have been chosen by the playwright for 

the word-play of Teudar and Tudor, for Henry VII had made 

himself very unpopular in Cornwall because of the heavy 

fines he imposed upon Cornishmen supposedly implicated in 
g 

Perkin Warbeck rebellion. Thus Beunans Meriasek is 

7. Doble, p. 15; Elliott-Binns, p. 53. 

8. Doble credits this suggestion to Henry Jenner, 
"King Teudar," Tre. Pol, and Pen (1928), and adds: "I think 
that the existence of a political innuendo in Beunans 
Meriasek is very likely" (p. 14). 
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compounded of historical sources, Cornish folklore, and 

invention based upon venerated relics. The Rev. Gilbert H. 

Doble, to whose study of the historical and liturgical 

sources of the play I am indebted, believes that the tradi

tion of St. Meriasek's stay in Cornwall may have some 

foundation in fact, for Meriasek is a well-known Welsh name, 

and it is quite possible that the saint originated in Wales 

and sojourned in Cornwall before going to Brittany. This 

possibility, however, is not relevant to the work of the 

playwright, who accepted the word of his Vita that Meriasek 

was a native Breton of the line of Conan Meriadec, the 

legendary first king of Brittany. 

Like many another saint's play, Beunans Meriasek 

begins with a discussion between the saint's father and 

mother on the desirability of sending him to school. The 

enfances of a saint often center upon his schooling, for in 

this manner his intellectual powers and his tendency toward 

holy living can be advantageously represented. Meriasek's 

father, Duke Conan of Brittany, after introducing himself 

announces: 

A son right truly we have 
Meriasek his name. 

To school now put him 
I will without fail. 

That he may learn goodness. (9-12) 

No saint ever hangs back at this suggestion, and Meriasek 

accepts the prospect eagerly, telling his parents he wishes 

to learn Scripture and to acquire knowledge of how to choose 
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between good and evil. Blessed by his father and mother, 

he sets out with a squire to a school run by the Master of 

Grammar, where he makes the acquaintance of a pair of 

sluggard scholars and shows his true nature at once by 

refusing to dine because the day is Friday. "To the 

chapel I will go" (130), he says. He then makes his 

devout prayer to Jesus and the Virgin in which he vows to 

avoid the world, the flesh and the devil. 

These events are economically sketched in 167 lines 

in which three major and four minor characters are intro

duced, nor are the characters completely stereotyped. Duke 

Conan and his lady speak and act in the manner of nobility 

and show great tenderness towards their only child. The 

schoolmaster is a gently satirized example of his kind: he 

received his degree from a small university and admits that 

when in his cups he likes to show off by speaking Latin. 

Towards his students he is patient and perhaps a bit dis

illusioned. "The rewards," he says, "are not great" (98). 

At dinner time he tries to send the new pupil off to eat 

with kind words: 

Sweet Meriasek, go with them, 
For you are tender in age, 
And young children love food. (114-6) 

Upon hearing the boy's pious resolve, he recognizes at once 

that Meriasek is "designed . . . for holiness." Comedy is 

provided by the squire, with his merry profession of 

illiteracy, and the two schoolboys, one of whom knows only 
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as far as D in the alphabet, while the other can spell "e, 

s, t, that is est," but "What thing is next I know not 

quite" (106-7). 

As Meriasek concludes his prayer, King Conan of 

Brittany speaks from his scaffold to announce to his lords 

that he has decided to arrange for Meriasek a marriage with 

the daughter of a mighty sovereign. Meriasek thereupon 

bids goodbye to his Master, declaring that it is time for 

him to go home to his mother and father. He and the squire 

retrace their steps to the ducal station where he finds 

everything in a bustle of preparation for a visit by King 

Conan. Welcomed in courtly style, the King goes down with 

his hosts into the Place where, with a flourish of trumpets 

and clarions, they sit down to a banquet. Meriasek shows 

his gentle nurture by graciously seating the guests accord

ing to protocol. A melody is played by attendant musicians 

to provide a merry background for pleasant conversation 

until the King makes his announcement—an announcement 

which the audience knows is a bombshell: Meriasek is to be 

married. The King's project is seconded with warm thanks 

by the Duke, and presumably all the lords and ladies turn 

to Meriasek. The young man expresses his thanks to the 

King and requests forgiveness of his parents, declaring: 

"I will not give myself to the world. / Nor marry me ever" 

(326-7). To the anguished protests of mother and father, 
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Meriasek opposes himself like a rock, for he knows that his 

destiny is "to be consecrated a knight of God" (352). 

This episode of the saint's refusal to marry or 

take up the responsibilities of his inheritance is one that 

is rehearsed in almost every saint's play which deals with 

the entire life of a saint. In such plays the medieval 

audience was able to enjoy vicariously a rejection of 

parental authority, authority which otherwise they were 

constantly reminded to honor and uphold. Probably the 

best-known example of this sanctioned defiance of parents 

is that of St. Francis of Assisi who, in response to the 

objections of his parents about his lack of business sense 

or filial duty, stripped himself before his father in the 

presence of his bishop, threw the clothes on the floor, and 

declared: "Until now I have called you my father on earth. 

But henceforth I can truly say: Our Father Who art in 

heaven." The scene was enacted at a Franciscan monastery 

in Catalonia in a consueta upon the life of this most 

9 dramatic of saints. St. Alexius, who has been discussed 

in Chapter III as the protagonist of one of the Miracles de 

Notre Dame, ran away from his bride on their wedding night, 

leaving her a virgin, and took ship for foreign parts. 

Women saints likewise stand by their principles despite 
\ 

parental pressure. We have seen how St. Genevieve's mother 

9. Consueta de Sant Francesc. Romeu, 2:121-58. 
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was stricken blind as a punishment for slapping her 

daughter. Familiar to all churchmen, no doubt, were the 

words of St. Jerome, who perhaps overstated the case when 

he enjoined young people called to the Church: "Walk rough

shod over thy father, walk roughshod over thy mother, and 

hasten dry-eyed to the banner of the cross." 

While Meriasek, whose salient character trait is 

grace, presents his decision without harshness, he 

precipitates bewilderment on the part of his father, tears 

from his mother, and furious anger from the King, who 

stamps away shouting: 

I believe thou art doting vilely 
And distracted, by my soul! (462-3) 

Yet when the emotions have quieted, Meriasek prevails upon 

his parents to give him their blessing as, donning a 

priest's gown, he sets out like a questing knight upon his 

soul's adventure. 

In adapting his source material to dramatic pur

poses, the playwright made a number of changes in the 

account of the Vita which enable us to see his way of 

working and the effects he sought for. Entirely omitted 

is a five-year period which, according to the Vita, 

Meriasek spent as a courtier attendant upon King Conan, 

earning a reputation as a youth of upright life and gentle 

manners. It is not in fact true, as is so often stated, 

that the authors of saint's plays simply put into dialogue 
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the material presented in the hagiographical sources. Con

densation and expansion are often practiced, some episodes 

are developed, others are omitted or mentioned only in 

passing. Clearly a five-year span at court did not lend 

itself to dramatization, whereas the juxtaposition of 

Meriasek at prayer in the school chapel with the King's 

plans for his marriage presented a contrast full of emo

tional value. The author of Beunans Meriasek was skilled 

at these juxtapositions. Another embellishment of the 

playwright is the princess offered as Meriasek's bride; in 

the Vita she is simply a worthy match. 

After parting with his parents, Meriasek goes to 

the Bishop of Kernou in Brittany and takes orders, healing 

a blind man and a cripple; he then promptly takes ship for 

Cornwall. Since many of the miracles performed by saints 

are analogous to miracles of Jesus, it is not surprising 

that Meriasek's ship encounters a storm at sea which, to 

the wonderment of the sailors, the saint is able to reduce 

to a calm by the power of prayer. 

The Cornwall section of the play, which as we have 

seen was presumably the invention of the playwright, centers 

around the church, the well, and the stone. Mer'iasek finds 

on the Cornish shore a chapel dedicated to the Virgin, 

known as the chapel of Mary of Camborne, and resolves to 

build a church there. Needing water, he creates a well by 

miraculous means. Meantime, however, the cruel Teudar and 
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his men have got wind of the saint's activities and of the 

miracles he is performing. A worshipper of "Mahound," the 

incensed Teudar leaves his station to seek Meriasek at 

Camborne. There follows between the saint and the sinner a 

typical theological argument in which Teudar endeavors to 

refute the truth of Christian doctrine and Meriasek offers 

a spirited defense of his beliefs. In response to the 

saint's assertion that Christ was the son of God, Teudar 

declares : 

If God above was his father 
I say, Meriasek, 

He could through his grace 
Have saved rich and poor, 

Without being dead. 
Of thy assertion shame isi 

What need was there for God's son 
To be slain like a hart? (874-81) 

Meriasek's explanation of the Fall and the Redemption is 

brushed aside by the impatient tyrant, who urges Meriasek 

to renounce Christ and become "a worthy bishop" of Mahound. 

Meriasek's refusal precipitates a series of set 

speeches in which the saint and the pagan denounce one 

another in a ritual scene of defiance. "On thy gods three 

thousand times fie!" says Meriasek. "Out on thee, thou 

false juggler 1" says Teudar. Teudar then returns to his 

station, administers a comic beating to his Torturers 

because they are tardy in answering his call, and commands 

them to seize and torture Meriasek until he denies Christ. 

This instance is one of the relatively rare cases (the 
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flight of St. Paul from Damascus is another) in which a 

saint, instead of submitting with docility to arrest and 

torture, actively tries to escape. Meriasek declares that 

he has been warned by a vision to leave the country and 

accordingly hides himself under a rock where the comic 

Torturers are unable to find him. The three Torturers and 

their servant Calo return to report that the saint is 

missing. The servant, who clearly has more wit than the 

Torturers, replies impertinently to the tyrant's bluster

ing: "Ah, Teudar, go on thy way. / God's curse on thy 

mother's son! / Why didst thou not keep him / When thou 

wast with him talking?" (1048-51) Since this is a question 

the audience might well ask, the playwright anticipates it 

and turns it into a jest on the stupidity of the tyrant. 

The character Calo is an interesting one, for he combines 

some of the qualities of the saucy servant of the scrip

tural cycles, the tricky slave of Roman comedy, and the 

vice of the moralities. He is amoral, tricking his masters 

into being beaten whenever he can, aiding them in their 

villainous work, yet denouncing them sometimes for their 

cruelty. He appears again in the play as the servant of 

other groups of Torturers; though not the same character, 

he bears the same name and takes the same ambivalent view 

of events around him. 

The playwright has now gotten through the most 

difficult section of the life of St. Meriasek: he has 
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explained to the good people of Camborne how their patron 

saint came to Cornwall, what he did there, and why he left, 

being careful to provide a divine reason for a retreat 

which otherwise might have seemed not quite saintly. Of 

course, none of it is fact in the sense that modern 

historiographers see fact: it is not documented or veri

fiable but rather seems to have been made up to explain a 

series of data: a church, a stone, a well. This situation 

does not prevent the play from being in a real sense a 

history play as well as a saint's play. Irving Ribner, 

speaking of the Elizabethan history play, defines it as a 

play which uses for the legitimate purposes of history 

"material drawn from national chronicles and assumed by the 

dramatist to be true" (pp. 24-5). Beunans Meriasek fits 

this definition, for the play is based upon a generally 

accepted Vita of the saint, it appeals to local pride, and 

its purpose is to exemplify the working out of God's plans. 

If some of the story is not merely legendary but invented, 

this did not affect its reception by the medieval Cornish 

audience as truth any more than the apocryphal nature of 

some of the pranks of Prince Hal affected the historicity 

Henry IV for the Elizabethans. 

Saint Meriasek, after baffling Teudar's men, again 

crosses the channel. A ship mounted on wheels and manned 

by a sailor and a boy (the traditional complement of these 

little ships of the medieval drama) sets him on the other 
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side, where in token of his saintliness, a rock on the 

shore bends down so that Meriasek may step upon it. No 

sooner has he come ashore than he encounters a ferocious 

wolf barring his path, a wolf which a native Breton tells 

him has made fearful depredations upon the countryside. 

Without even praying for miraculous aid, Meriasek tames the 

beast and tells it to go away into the wilderness and leave 

the people alone. Both the bending rock and the wolf are 

additions made by the playwright to his source in order to 

produce the sense of wonder which he no doubt felt a 

saint's play should evoke. Meriasek then goes himself 

into the wilderness, or more accurately to a mountain near 

"the castle / Called Pontelyne" (1137-8), a place which he 

describes as "wild and cold." The stage direction here 

calls (in English) for a chapel to be "aredy" and adds that 

Meriasek now "weryth a rosset mantell and a berde" as 

befits a hermit (SD 1153). 

Thus the first installment, as it were, of the life 

of Saint Meriasek concludes. The modern reader is surprised 

to find that he is now expected to turn his attention 

suddenly to a completely new drama with a whole new cast of 

characters. The new element is a "vita Sancti Siluestry" 

wherein we are to follow the wholly apocryphal adventures 

of Pope Silvester in the conversion of the Emperor 

Constantine to Christianity. Readers committed to 

nineteenth-century concepts of organic unity will resign 
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the play to oblivion at this point. Katherine Lee Bates, 

to whose credit it remains that she was one of very few 

critics to deal with the play at all, described Saint 

Meriasek as "a play founded on three legends awkwardly 

fitted together" (pp. 163-4). Fitting things together was 

not a medieval talent, but placing things side by side and 

deducing some sort of lesson from them was. It may become 

apparent, as this study proceeds, that the playwright had a 

unifying principle in mind, but for the present the best 

approach is simply to set aside what are supposed to be the 

rules and enjoy the story of Pope Silvester; parts of it 

are splendidly dramatic and moving in the best saint's play 

tradition. 

Constantine launches the action by showing himself 

upon his scaffold and announcing that he is a noble and 

greatly feared emperor who has already slain many adherents 

of "a false belief" now prevalent in the land, and will 

slay more. He summons his Torturers (three men plus the 

ubiquitous Calo) and sets them upon the Christians. The 

Torturers are typically sadistic and brutal. "There is an 

itching in my two arms," one of them says, "That I should 

be resting so long / Without murdering the Christians" 

(1187-9). Calo it is who espies two Christians, an Earl 

and a Doctor in Fide. In the courageous style one expects 

of early Christians, the two do not seek to deny their faith 

but boldly proclaim it. The Doctor says: 
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For dread of Constantine 
Or of tortures at any time 

We will not deny Jesus. (1221-4) 

Such speeches are of course cliches of the hagiographical 

drama, and sometimes the martyrs descend to a slanging 

match with their persecutors which tends to become shrill 

and to destroy the dignity of the action. In this case, 

however, the Christians have few speeches and these for the 

most part are prayers to the Virgin and Christ. The 

martyrdom is carried out swiftly, both men being dispatched 

with swords. There follows the descent from heaven of the 

archangels Michael and Gabriel to gather up the two souls 

at the request of Jesus and bring them to eternal joy. It 

should be noted the martyrs have no names. The episode 

seems to be presented as an exemplum invented by the play

wright to support a narrative statement in St. Silvester's 

life to the effect that, because of persecutions, the pope 

had to hide himself. The next episode dramatizes the burial 

of the martyrs by Silvester and a cardinal, who then flee 

to Mount Soracte (one must suppress the inevitable Horatian 

associations). 

Silvester is famous in legend for having converted 

Constantine by.curing him of leprosy and for having tamed 

a fierce dragon in a miraculous encounter designed to make 

it clear to the Romans that Christianity was the true 

faith. The playwright of Saint Meriasek handles the 

leprosy episode very much along the lines of the Slaughter 
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of the Innocents in the scriptural cycles. Having dis

covered that he has become infected with the dread disease, 

Constantine summons a doctor who, like the doctor in the 

Play of the Sacrament, seems a direct descendant of the 

traditional comic doctor of folklore. He and his clerk, 

Jankin, arrive with a urinal, receive a sample from the 

Emperor, and bend their heads over it in consultation. The 

Doctor accepts "ten pounds" from Constantine which he pro

poses to use for the concoction of a remedy, but he remarks 

as he descends from the Emperor's station: "If falsehood 

helps not / A physician will never rise" (1481-2). 

The Emperor's pagan prelate, the Bishop of Pola, 

suggests the traditional cure of a bath in children's 

blood; children must be slain by the hundreds to provide 

the cure. Mothers and children are harried through the 

Place by the Torturers just as, in the Slaughter of the 

Innocents, Herod's men chase down their quarry. The 

children are herded together to await their doom. The 

brutal soldiers look forward to bleeding them like pigs or 

calves. Their Drudge, who assists them, remarks cynically: 

"When these shall be dead / We will make more sweetlings" 

(1565). 

The children, amounting supposedly to 3,000, with 

their mothers are assembled in the Place in front of 

Constantine's scaffold where the Torturers continue to 

boast and joke about the proposed slaughter. Pity, however, 
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touches the heart of the Emperor, who in several troubled 

speeches wonders whether it can be right to condemn a host 

of children in order to save the life of a single man. 

After a lyric speech of three stanzas, Constantine con

cludes, "I should be a cruel man / If I slew all these" 

(1665-6), and he dismisses the throng with gifts of clothes 

and food. Jesus, who has observed from Heaven, instructs 

St. Peter and St. Paul to go to Constantine and tell him 

that Silvester will cure him. 

Expecting to be martyred, Silvester and his people 

submit to a summons from Constantine and march with resig

nation from "Soracte11 to the imperial scaffold. Instead of 

a tyrant they find a ready convert whose hideously dis

figured face miraculously becomes clear after his baptism. 

This is achieved by the removal of the leper mask which 

Constantine has worn throughout the episode until this 

point: "ye vysour away" a stage direction reads (SD 1835). 

In contrast to this practical bit of stage business, 

another rubric, in Latin, obviously copied from the Vita of 

St. Silvester, seems rather to explain action than to call 

for it: "Cum in aquam descendisset baptismatis mirabilis 

enituit splendor lucis Sic inde mundus exiuit et christum 

se vidisse asseruit" (SD 1835).^^ These are very close to 

10. "And when he was baptized, a great light 
descended upon him so that he said that he had seen Jesu 
Christ" (Golden Legend 2:201). 
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the words used in the Golden Legend to describe the event. 

No stage direction explains how the effect of blazing light 

was achieved, but in some continental plays mirrors were 

used to direct sunlight on celestial visitants. This first 

episode of the St. Silvester plot concludes with a proces

sion to the Pope's palace where the saint is ceremonially 

installed. 

Meriasek's story is now resumed with the dramatiza

tion of an episode in the Vita telling how the saint rid 

the land of an outlaw band. Pour picturesque cutthroats 

present themselves, declaring that their money has run out 

and they must find new victims. A touch of anticlerical 

satire appears in the mouth of one outlaw who suggests : 

Let us look out for a lad with a heavy purse, 
If we can, a man of holy Church. 

Anon they will gather more. (1875-7) 

True to the exemplum style of presentation, the outlaws are 

shown robbing two travelers, a merchant and a priest; their 

wickedness is thus established. The Earl of Rohan next 

makes his appearance seeking Meriasek, hoping to persuade 

him to return to his family. As he ascends the saint's 

mountain accompanied by two relatives, Meriasek in his 

hermitage thanks Jesus that he is now wearing a grey gown 

and a hairshirt instead of purple and silk. When the Earl 

appears, an argument with a foregone conclusion ensues, the 

Earl suggesting that Meriasek may still worship God if he 

returns to the world, Meriasek firmly rejecting temptation 
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with the words: "Go on your way, you people. / This is a 

noble life" (2022-3). Abandoning his effort to change so 

steadfast a mind, the Earl then requests the saint's aid to 

deal with the robbers, who are so powerful that "no one can 

go to the fair / Without being robbed surely" (2063). He 

promises to institute three fairs in Brittany in Meriasek's 

name if the outlaws can be subdued. This incident in the 

Vita of the saint is treated in seme detail, apparently in 

order to explain the origin of fairs so important to the 

commercial and social life of the Bretons. Meriasek, who 

always accomplishes his miracles with the utmost ease and 

generally without even invoking divine assistance, causes a 

forest fire to come upon the outlaws, who run crying to 

Meriasek to save them, confessing their sinful lives. He 

blesses them and requires them to make restitution as best 

they can. Presumably the fire subsides, and Earl Rohan 

officially proclaims the institution of the three fairs. 

The scaffolds representing stations in Cornwall 

have been inactive for some time, but now a new character 

makes his appearance and announces that he is Duke of 

Cornwall and that his scaffold is the castle of Dynas. He 

also holds another castle, Tintagel (a twelfth-century 

Cornish stronghold associated with the Arthurian legend). 

The episode that follows is another invention of the play

wright for the benefit of the Cornish audience; in it 

Teudar is worsted in a pitched battle and driven from 
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Cornwall. The Duke's army is represented by "xxfcl 

armatoribus wt stremers" (SD 2211), while Teudar's host 

comprises fifteen soldiers, also with streamers. A melee 

of thirty-seven warriors realistically battling must have 

filled the Place with rousing action. 

Before the fight two Demons appear in Hell station 

and go to Teudar's "Temple," where they encourage him to do 

evil. Teudar's religion is typically muddled. Though he 

swears by Mahound, he also worships a plurality of gods, 

and the idol in his temple, whose "grace" he implores, is 

named Monfras. The playwrights of the sacred drama did not 

seek to describe authentic paganism. Perhaps their rustic 

hearers who still believed in the virtue of maypoles and 

the sanctity of certain trees, stones, and fairy rings 

might have been all too interested in details of paganism 

as it really was. Instead, playwrights simply presented 

any and all non-Christian worship as a sort of inverted 

Christianity. 

Teudar and the Duke of Cornwall before the battle 

formally exchange insults, calling each other "unbelieving 

tyrant," "luckless mouth," "false, excommunicated hound," 

"gudgeon," "blockhead," "scoundrel," and "dirty alien." 

John Speirs,^""'" exploring the mythic aspects of Middle 

English poetry, terms such encounters "flytings" and finds 

11. Medieval English Poetry: the Non-Chaucerian 
Tradition (London, 1957), pp. 348-9. 
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in them a throwback to ancient fertility drama in which the 

old and new year confronted one another with insults before 

their battle. The same type of flyting occurs in The 

Castle of Perseverance when Pride, Wrath, and Envy confront 

Meekness, Patience, and Charity in the battle for Mankind's 

soul. Whether it be archetypal or not, the art of formal 

insult was a popular feature of medieval literature; in the 

Miracles de Notre Dame, some spirited encounters of this 

type between the Virgin and the Devil are waged. When the 

battle goes against him, Teudar, like Richard III, calls, 

"My soldiers, bring me a horse" (2487), but uses the mount 

not to reenter the fray but to flee ignominiously. The 

first day's performance of Beunans Meriasek ends here, with 

a speech by the Duke to the audience requesting their 

attendance on the morrow and merrily concluding: 

Drink ye all with the play, 
We will beseech you 

With a full heart. 
Ye shall have, man and woman, 
The blessing of Christ and Meriasek, 

The blessing of Mary of Camborne. 
Pipe ye, hearty minstrels, 

That we may be able to dance forthwith. (2503-10) 

The second day offers another interweaving of the 

destinies of Meriasek and Pope Silvester, with the addition 

of the miracle of the Son of a Woman. It begins with the 

curing by Meriasek of the blind Earl Globus, which may be 

seen as another temptation resisted by the saint. Earl 

Globus offers Meriasek "the wealth of this world" (2562) in 
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return for a cure, but is sternly refused by the saint. 

The Earl insists, naming the sum of a hundred pounds in 

gold. Refused again, he tries to tempt Meriasek with land 

to no avail. Only a prayer in the name of Christ's passion 

moves the saint to heal him. As the Earl's thanks die upon 

our ears, a "Demoniac" is brought in along with a Deaf Man. 

Meriasek expels a demon from the madman which runs away 

howling: "Out, out on thee MeriasekI" In addition, hearing 

is restored to the other suppliant. 

Meriasek's election to the bishopric of Vannes and 

his desperate efforts to refuse the honor immediately 

follow this rather routine exemplum illustrating Meriasek's 

miraculous powers and steadfast simplicity. In the bishop 

episode, Dominus Had Ton succeeds in providing real 

dramatic tension and a character study of considerable 

depth. The Vita related that Meriasek rejected the pro

posed honor and had to be taken by force from his mountain. 

The playwright has developed these few words with no small 

skill, for here the simple, stubborn hermit comes to life 

as a troubled human being. We are first shown the Earl of 

Vannes discussing with the Dean of the College the death of 

the former bishop and the desirability of placing Meriasek, 

beloved of all the Bretons, in this high office. The only 

link between the plots of Meriasek and Silvester (who in 

fact appear to have lived three centuries apart) occurs 

here when a Messenger is dispatched to the Pope to request 
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bulls approving the appointment. Upon the return of the 

Messenger with the Silvester's approval ("Never will they 

have a better shepherd / In their age" [2785-6], the Pope 

declares), the Dean and a canon go up the mountain and 

present the hermit with a letter announcing his election as 

Bishop of Vannes. Meriasek refuses the dignity at once. 

The canon stupidly seeks to entice him with the material 

rewards of the office: "Three hundred pounds thou wilt be 

able to spend / In a year, and more well" (2820-1). St. 

Meriasek rebukes him, observing that many clergymen seeking 

a benefice ask only, "How many pounds can be / Made 

thereof" (2829-30)? He warns that at the Day of Judgment 

it will go hard with such faulty shepherds of flocks. He 

concludes: 

Never do I wish a cure 
Unless of one soul surely. 
God grant me to rule it loyally! (2845-7) 

The committee returns, dejected. A new deputation 

is formed, including the Earl of Vannes, Earl Globus, and 

two bishops with their crozier-bearers. In a series of 

speeches, each of the notables presses Meriasek with argu

ments in favor of his accepting his new dignity. Nettled 

by the invasion of his devotions and by the mounting 

pressure, Meriasek says: 

Talk ye not of the dignity. 
For the love of Christ above I 

Bishop I would never be 
Nor, certainly, do I wish a cure 

Of a son of any man in this world 
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Save my own soul. 
Lords, lords, go ye home, 
Hinder not my devotion 1 (2956-63) 

The committee resorts to force. Struggling and crying to 

the Virgin for help, Meriasek is led away captive from his 

mountain to the Dean's church where with real pathos he 

implores his captors to let him go. For the love of 

Christ's Passion, he sobs, "I will beseech thee / That I be 

not a bishop. / O God, of the charge I know not" (2998-

3000). The Bishop of Kernou treats him like a child, 

saying briskly: "Speak not to us vain words. / Come thou 

here, sit in thy chair: / Put on thy robe around thee" 

(3001-3). He is given his miter and crozier. Resplendent, 

he sits enthroned and says bitterly: 

The dignity that is given to me 
Seems to me to be 
A shame surely more than an honour. 

Well satisfied, God be my witness, 
I am not to have it really; 
For the joy of this world I care not. 

(3025-30) 

A naked sick man appears begging alms and is ordered away 

by the Earl of Vannes, but Bishop Meriasek gives the wretch 

his mantle and achieves a miraculous cure. Another cure of 

two lepers bears witness to the fact that the beloved 

hermit, though now a prelate, retains the powers granted 

by God for his innocence and faith. 

The only remaining episode to be told of the life 

of St. Meriasek is his holy death, with which the play is 

to conclude. First however, the audience is offered a 
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famous miracle of the Virgin and a final, thrilling episode 

from the career of St. Silvester. 

A stage direction declares: "Hie filius Mulieris 

cuiusdam ut invenitur in miraculis de beato mereadoco 

pompabit dicens" (SD 3170). This direction, discussed 

earlier, informs us that the Vita of Meriasek came from a 

book, probably known as the Miracles of the Blessed 

Meriasek. and that this book apparently contained other 

material not related to the saint, of which this miracle 

is an example. Scholars of English medieval drama have 

often said that no miracle of the Virgin appears either in 

extant English texts or in allusions to lost religious plays. 

Gayley, who found the Miracles de Notre Dame superstitious, 

vulgar, and disgusting, said flatly that no counterpart of 
12 these plays "ever existed in England." Contained within 

St. Meriasek, however, is an indubitable miracle of the 

Virgin, complete in itself and ready to be anthologized in 

any collection of drama willing to accept Cornwall as 

English. 

The Son of a Woman is an excellent example of the 

dramatized miracle. It effectively employs simultaneous 

action and juxtapositions, its doctrinal message rings 

true, and the episodes of low comedy are successfully tied 

in with the main plot. Because it is short and omits the 

sermon and the inset lyrics of praise to the Virgin that 

characterize the Miracles de Notre Dame, the Son of a Woman 

12. Plays of Our Forefathers. p. 75. 
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is perhaps closer in its affinities to the fifteenth-

century Miracles de Ste. Genevieve. In this connection it 

is of interest to recall that the play-manuscript of the 

Bibliotheerue de'Ste. Genevieve includes a series of drama

tized miracles and of the lives of saints, suggestions 

being given for suitable combinations of plays if a cycle 

is desired. The Life of St. Meriasek perhaps could more 

usefully be seen as a small cycle that interweaves three 

different stories than as a play about a saint that fails 

at unity by including two seemingly unrelated legends. 

The story of the Son of a Woman is told in the 

Golden Legend and in many other collections of miracles of 

the Virgin. In brief, a widow learns that her only son has 

been captured in battle and is to be put to death. She 

goes to church to implore the Virgin for his safe delivery 

but gets no immediate response. In desperation, she takes 
j 

the image of the infant Jesus from the arms of the statue 

and tells the Virgin, "I shall keep your son until my own 

son is safe." The Virgin enters the youth's prison in a 

blaze of light, frees him, and asks him to tell his mother 
i 

to give back the infant Jesus, which'she does. 

The author of Beunans Meriasek lias dramatized this 
i 

fable by presenting two sets of rulers, a king and a tyrant, 
i 

both of whom are going hunting. In the !court of the King 
! 

the widow's son has just taken service, against his 
i 

mother's wishes. Preparations are afoot: with dogs and 
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horses in both courts, the audience realizing with antici

pation that the two enemy parties are bound to meet. They 

do, and in the encounter the only prisoner taken by the 

Tyrant is the widow's son. Previous to the battle the 

Tyrant's Torturers provide comic relief by sneaking off to 

drink in a tent, rather than follow their lord into the 

forest. The ever-present drudge, Calo, always eager to 

get his brutish masters in trouble, leads the Tyrant out

side the tent to eavesdrop. A torturer bellows from within 

By God, we have drunk overmuch 
There are few people to pay, 
God's curse to our master! 

A rascal is he in his payment. (3328-31) 

The Tyrant grimly listens to additional complaints about 

his stinginess; then assisted by the Drudge, he bursts in 

on the astonished Torturers and beats them soundly. In 

another comic episode, devils assist the Tyrant, as they 

did Teudar, in his devotions at the temple of Jove, where 

the Torturers offer the heads of various beasts in a mock 

ceremony of homage. Calo makes his sacrifice last, saying: 

To my god, Jove, in his face 
I will offer a tom-cat: 
There cannot be better to catch mice. 

I have brought it from Morville. (3412-15) 

His prayer concludes in upsidedown fashion with: "My god, 

now thank us." The capture and imprisonment of the widow's 

son appears to be a prelude to martyrdom, for the boy 

refuses to deny Jesus at the Tyrant's demand. The 

audience's attention is now drawn to the Woman, who kneels 
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in a church of the Virgin and in a litany of woe prays: 

Mary, Mother and Maid 
I will beseech thee fully, 

Mary, help my son 
And restore him to me. (3591-4) 

She cites her long service to the Virgin, ending with a 

plea to "Break his bonds." In a dramatic juxtaposition, 

the Tyrant is heard charging his jailors to give neither 

food nor drink to the prisoner, who is to be hanged, drawn, 

and quartered on the morrow. Again the Woman's passionate 

prayer is heard: "Why dost thou not hear me to-night?" 

At length she seizes the infant Jesus, who she says must go 

home with her to replace her own boy. On the heaven 

station the Virgin addresses Jesus requesting permission, 

which is granted at once, to comfort her servants. She 

descends with two angels, dazzling the jailed youth with 

the brilliant radiance of her glory and tells him to go 

home. The jailers receive a comic beating for having let 

their prey escape and the miracle concludes with the Son's 

return, the return of the infant to the statue of Mary, 

and an apology on the part of the Mother. 

A reader with little experience of miracles of the 

Virgin may find this a shocking example of the successful 

use of coercion upon a celestial being, and in its way 

perhaps as funny as the traditional beating of idols by 

pagans. Neither in Paris nor in Cornwall, however, would 

the faithful have interpreted it thus. It is not a play 
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that shows the Virgin can be bullied, but rather one that 

shows the magnitude of her grace, which can extend even to 

a woman who in a fit of mad desperation commits an 

arrogant act. 

The life of Meriasek is resumed again with further 

examples of his power to cure the incurable. Then we see 

the saint on his knees, asking Christ and Mary to keep his 

soul and body uncorrupted by the world's taint. In 

heaven, Jesus answers this appeal by directing his angels 

henceforth to feed Meriasek with the "food of heaven." 

This is a special grace afforded only to the holiest 

saints, among them Mary Magdalene. 

The second episode of St. Silvester's legend, the 

subduing of the dragon, is our playwright's penultimate 

offering. The first episode presents the wicked "bishop" 

of Pola, still a pagan, in the forst with two magicians 

who are also dukes. These Dukes Magi endeavor to hunt 

down the dragon but flee at once when it comes roaring out 

into the Place with guns firing from inside its mouth to 

simulate a fire-breathing effect. A stage direction says 

laconically, "sum of ye soudrys y sowlyd [are swallowed]" 

(SD 3949), and the rest run away bellowing with fear. 

The Dukes urge Constantine to take action, charging 

that his having become a Christian has brought this monster 

upon the Romans. Silvester is fetched at once and prays 

for guidance. In heaven, Jesus sends St. Peter to tell 
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Silvester that he need have no fear, for he will lead the 

dragon "like a tame lamb" (4028). The model for this 

episode in St. Silvester's life was clearly the legend of 

St. George, who also tames his dragon and leads it like a 

lamb. The Pope goes forth, bearing the cross in front of 

him, while the Dukes Magi watch cynically. After Silvester 

recites part of the Creed, the dragon appears, killing the 

two Dukes with its breath but halting humbly before the 

saint, who at the request of the pagan bishop brings the 

two Dukes back to life and thus converts all three to the 

faith. There is a touch of comedy in the Bishop of Pola's 

reaction to the now-tame dragon, which was probably made to 

come close to him and perhaps thrust its muzzle into his 

face. "The false dragon, evil worm /," he says nervously. 

"I like not to see her face. / An unsavory beast is that!" 

(4133-5)i St. Silvester commands the dragon, which has 

fulfilled its destiny, to go off into the wilderness. He 

tells it, "never more return / On pain of death, thou 

villain" (4146-7). Although there is no stage direction, 

the beast presumably trundles away out of the Place. The 

episode concludes with a speech of praise and thanksgiving 

by the Emperor, and a procession of one and all back to 

the papal palace. 

St. Meriasek now knows that he is near death and 

summons his brethren around him: "Need it is to go from 

this world," he says calmly, enjoining his friends to aid 
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the poor and practice good works. The Dean expresses the 

sorrow of a friend, but the saint, true to his kind, gives 

thanks that his time is drawing to a close. He has been 

"confessed, anointed, houseled" and is ready to go, but in 

his last moments he remembers Cornwall and declares: 

In Cornwall I shall have a house 
By Mary of Camborne. 

To see me whoever comes thither 
I will absolve him at once, 
Though my body be in another place. 

(4293-7) 

He adds that his festival will be the first Friday in June, 

for since he is dying on a Friday, like his Lord, he wishes 

his festival to be always on that day. After exchanging 

kisses with all his brethren, he dies with the traditional 

words: "In manus tuas domine spiritum meum commendo." A 

tense stage direction reads, "ye holy qoste aredy ffro hevyn 

to fett ye sowle and ye soule aredy" (SD 4230). The soul 

was usually a doll. Jesus sends Michael and Gabriel to 

fetch "very gently" Meriasek"s soul for "His way of life 

was good and fair." Michael tells the departed saint that 

he is to "dwell in joy for ever," and seemingly the Holy 

Ghost, probably in the form of a wooden dove, has a part in 

escorting the soul to bliss, for yet another stage direction 

enjoins the Holy Ghost and the soul to be ready. The play 

concludes with talk of Meriasek by his friends, in the 

course of which his miracles and his life of self-denial 

are mentioned. The Dean relates how Meriasek went down on 
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his knees a thousand times a day, until they were so 

swollen he could hardly walk. The canon remembers that he 

wore a hair shirt and slept in straw without blankets. A 

burial procession is formed with two censors leading, and 

at the graveside the clergy sing a song while two objects 

of the saint's earlier charity, the naked man and the 

cripple, prepare the grave. Each of the characters has a 

final word to say over the tomb. The Earl of Vannes 

observes mournfully: 

Behold the body lying 
Though so great be our sway, 

We shall all come to this. (4538-40) 

Then he turns to the audience, blesses them in the name of 

Meriasek and Mary of Camborne, and calls upon the pipers to 

blow for all to have a dance and a drink "before going from 

the place." 

Beunans Meriasek has been considered here at length 

and in detail because it deserves and has never been given 

such consideration. It is not only an interesting play 

but a good play of its kind, vigorous, sane, and, in spite 

of its complexity of plot, tightly written. 

Because of the close relationship between Cornwall 

and Brittany it has been said more than once that perhaps 

the Cornish plays, both the Ordinalia and Saint Meriasek, 

are best considered in the French or at least the Breton 

tradition. A brief glance at a Breton saint's play may not 
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be amiss therefore, to see whether it is similar or 

dissimilar to Saint Meriasek. 

Among the few Breton saint's plays that have sur-

* 13 vived is the Buhez Sante Barba or Mystere de Sainte Barbe. 

which was printed in Paris in 1557 and possibly dates from 

about the same time as Saint Mariasek. Saint Barbara was a 

popular subject of French religious drama, appearing as the 

heroine of at least twelve plays in different French towns 

between 1448 and 1539. The play begins with singing by 

angels, after which a prologue relates the outline of the 

story which is to be acted. After a scene of diablerie 

in which Lucifer and his sub-demons plot mischief to the 

human race, Barbe's father, King Dioscurus, summons workmen 

to build a tower for his daughter. A comic scene of tower-

construction is followed by the schooling of the saint at 

the hands of a pagan tutor. Barbe, who already seems to 

know everything except theology, argues with the tutor 

until he leaves in despair. She then finds a Christian 

pilgrim who instructs and baptizes her. 

When the tower is completed, Barbe is imprisoned. 

Because of her refusal to accept a suitable marriage, she 

is kept in her tower, where at her request God makes a dry 

fountain flow with water. Barbe, who has two windows in 

her tower, instructs a workman to make a third, so that she 

13. Simile Errault, ed. and tr. , Le Mystere de 
Sainte Barbe, in Archives de Bretagne. 3 (1885). 
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may be reminded of the Trinity. Dioscurus appears, learns 

the meaning of the extra window and asks angrily if she no 

longer respects the gods. She replies, in ungracious 

language that is especially noticeable in this kind of 

virgin saint: "I'd spit in their faces if I had the 

chance." When Dioscurus raises his sword in anger, a stone 

opens to conceal Barbe from his wrath. Barbe manages to 

escape into the woods but is betrayed by a shepherd upon 

whom she asks God to take revenge. The man at once turns 

to marble. 

Barbe is jailed and taken before a judge by her 

father. Also typical of the.stories of certain girl 

saints is her long harangue to the judge. Finally the 

bourreaux are summoned and Barbe is stripped "sans qu1il lui 

reste un morceau de vetement." (The role was of course 

played by a male actor, so that this statement cannot have 

been literally true.) Various tortures are applied, but 

Barbe defies the bourreaux and succeeds finally in tiring 

them out. She is jailed again and her many wounds are 

divinely healed. Torture resumes the following day; it 

includes fire and the cutting off of her breasts, but 

Barbe keeps being miraculously made whole again. Her 

father finally takes over the execution and there follows a 

lengthy psychomachia between Beelzebub and Conscience, a 

debate which Conscience loses. Dioscurus then cuts off 

his daughter's head. Barbe's soul is led by angels to 
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Jesus , who orders Satan to pitch Dioscurus, "ce chien 

envieux," into hell fire. The burial of the saint ends the 

play. 

Similarities of motifs can of course always be 

found between a saint's legend and any other saint's 

legend. But the Buhez Sante Barba has no real resemblance 

to Beunans Mariasek either in tone or in construction. One 

may say that Ste. Barbe is a "wellmade play" for it has a 

truly awful unity of theme, but it is strident where the 

Cornish play is sweet, and spiteful where the Cornish play 

is serenely Christian. There is no torture in Saint 

Meriasek. although there are some suspenseful preparations 

for torture. The two martyrs who die are immediately slain 

with swords, not cut in pieces, roasted, or torn limb from 

limb. Further, the active participation of a father in the 

torture of his daughter is an element of real sadism, 

beside which the almost ritual sadism of the traditional 

torturer grows pale. 

The elements of sensationalism introduced by the 

author of Saint Meriasek are romance elements that link the 

play with chivalric qestes and old tales of magic, dragons, 

holy hermits, sacred wells, and mysterious woods. The 

sensationalism in Ste. Barbe is lurid, and her feat of 

turning a man into marble reminds us, not of romance, but 

of Medusa. This brief glimpse of one Breton play is 

intended to show that Saint Meriasek. Cornish though it is, 
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may have closer ties with the plays of the Digby manu

script, or even with the work of the Wakefield Master, than 

with the French tradition. 

Although as far as we know the life of Saint 

Meriasek was never dramatized on the continent, the legend 

of Pope Silvester was the subject of a Miracle de Notre 

Dame entitled Miracle de saint sevestre et de 1'empereur 

Constantin qu* il converti (3:187-240). The legend of 

Silvester is a long one, full of marvelous elements. Al

though its most popular episode in drama is the healing of 

Constantine (which also was enacted in a Florentine 

play), there are other stories equally romantic about 

Silvester. The French play, after presenting the leprosy 

episode very much as it is handled by the Cornish dramatist 

and the Golden Legend (2:198-204), enacts a grand theo

logical debate between Silvester, supported by his clerks, 

on the Christian side and a team of twelve wise men on the 

pagan side. The debate is supposed to have been requested 

by the Emperor's mother Helena (later St. Helena, the finder 

of the True Cross), who was not convinced about the validity 

of her son's new faith. Wihh the typical zest of French 

14. The Silvester legend is also dramatized in a 
Florentine play, Rappresentazione di Constantino Imperatore. 
San Sjlvestro Papa e Sant'Elena (SR 2:187-234). It is a 
two-part play presenting Silvester's early life, two 
versions of Constantine's conversion, and the later life of 
St. Helena. 
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medieval playwrights for legalistic and theological argu

ment, the French writer devotes half of his play to this 

momentous debate. Conforming to its genre, the play brings 

the Virgin down from Heaven to promise Silvester before the 

contest that he need have no fear; he will be vouchsafed 

the gift of divine sapience. Under such auspices Silvester 

wins the debate handily, converting Helena- Here the 

French play ends. 

In considering the possible relationship of the 

Cornish drama to that of France, it is perhaps significant 

that the playwright of Saint Meriasek, in selecting from 

Silvester's life episodes appropriate for his play, 

rejected the debate and opted for the dragon. In the 

Golden Legend, which both the French and the Cornish play

wright seem to have used, the story of the dragon follows 

Silvester's contest with the pagan wise men. The choice 

of the dragon-legend as an episode for Saint Meriasek is in 

keeping with the tastes that seem also to have governed the 

writer of the Cornish Ordinalia—a preference for the 

fabulous, magical, and romantic. Such tastes the people of 

Cornwall shared with the Welsh and the Irish and infused 

into the Anglo-Saxons and Normans to a degree at least. 

Had some East Midland playwright dramatized Silvester's 

story, the odds are good that he too would have passed up 

the debate in favor of the dragon. 
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Earlier in this chapter I have mentioned the 

general feeling that Saint Meriasek would be a better play 

had the author omitted the life of Saint Silvester and the 

miracle of the Son of a Woman—that is, if Beunans 

Meriasek had restricted itself to Saint Meriasek. Matter-

of-fact explanations of the three-fold plot of Saint 

Meriasek are easily found. The author perhaps was asked 

for a two-day drama, but only had material enough for a 

one-day performance and therefore padded it out. Or the 

doings of a hermit who lived for the most part in seclusion 

on a mountain may not have offered enough opportunity for 

the spectacular effects that medieval audiences enjoyed. 

There may be some truth in these propositions, but it is 

perhaps dangerous to assume naivete on the part of medieval 

writers, whose reasons for what they do may be much more 

sophisticated than is at once apparent. Even if it is 

granted that padding was desirable, or more lively subject 

matter, why was Saint Silvester's legend chosen? 

It has become the practice of modern critics of 

Elizabethan and Jacobean drama to view double plots with 

more respect than they were accorded in the last century. 

Instead of asserting that the secondary plot is an un

related excrescence that ought to have been left out, we 

have usually found meaning in such plots, comments upon the 

main plot, or new angles from which to view the primary 
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situation. The same can be said of the Silvester plot in 

Saint Meriasek. 

The audience is presented with an interwoven story 

of two holy men, one a hermit, the other a pope. Different 

as their spheres of life are, there are some similarities 

in their actions: each tames a wild beast, each goes to a 

mountain, each flees persecution, and so on. The play may 

be seen, I believe, as a contrast between the active and 

the contemplative life: a question which received much 

thought and debate in the Middle Ages. Saint Meriasek 

represents the retired man of God who does his miracles 

almost offhandedly, living by and for his mystical 

association with God. His pathetic and stubborn effort 

to refuse elevation to high rank, expertly handled by the 

playwright, is contrasted with Pope Silvester's willing 

acceptance of an entirely public career. While Saint 

Meriasek seeks mountain solitude from choice, Pope 

Silvester seeks it for political reasons and is glad to be 

recalled to his active mission. The dragon tamed by 
/ 

Silvester after many and due prayers for aid may figure as 

paganism, which must be eradicated if the Church is to 

march forward; the wolf so easily tamed by Meriasek is 

perhaps Dante's wolf, representing lust, the flesh which 

this particular saint daily mortifies. We hear nothing 

about hair shirts and straw beds in the life of Silvester, 

but of palaces and processions. Although it would seem that 
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Mariasek is dearer to the heart of the playwright, both men 

serve God in their own way, as do the two martyrs in theirs. 

A legend written by Saint Eradius illustrates the 

dichotomy between the active and the contemplative life, 

as medieval churchmen saw it. Two brothers, sons of a rich 

merchant, joined the monastery of Apollonius. One of them 

gave all his inheritance to monasteries and holy men and 

lived alone poorly in constant prayer. The other built a 

monastery to which he welcomed holy men, strangers, the 

aged, and the infirm. After the death of the two brothers, 

the monks raised the question which of the two had been 

holier; confused, they went to the Abbot Pambo, who was 

equally perplexed. Pressed to give an answer, he finally 

said that while the man who founded the monastery did more 

good to others, the man who chose the solitary life 

suffered more because he lacked the consolation of company. 

A few days later, after he had prayed over this question, 

the Abbot told the monks: "While I was praying that it 

might be revealed to me which was the best, I saw heaven 

opened, and both of them were in Paradise in equal glory." 

Some such story the author of Saint Meriasek may have had 

in mind when he matched his contemplative saint with an 

active lord of the Church. 

As for the miracle of the Virgin, this episode was 

perhaps included in order to do honor to Mary of Camborne 

and at the same time to provide a lesson for the laymen in 
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the audience. While the contrast between Meriasek and 

Silvester was a matter especially for clerical appreciation, 

the miracle of the Virgin was intended, as all such miracles 

were, for the layman, to teach him never to despair but to 

take his sad heart to Our Lady and to trust in her. 



X 

SAINT'S-PLAY ELEMENTS IN THE 
SCRIPTURAL CYCLES 

The saint's drama in England flourished over the 

years side-by-side with the scriptural cycles, and each 

form influenced the other. Writers of saint's plays used 

the dramatic conventions, the themes, and the typology of 

the cycles; the cycles in turn reflect the romantic, 

legendary treatment of the saint's plays and sometimes 

include self-contained saint's plays woven into the greater 

theme of the Redemption. 

Although in a sense all the legendary, apocryphal 

material found in the cycles may be seen as derived from 

saint's drama, or from an attitude towards the religious 

sources that is characteristic of saint's drama, saint's-

play elements in the cycles that can profitably be isolated 

fall into two categories: episodes about individual saints 

that may originally have been separate plays, and legendary 

themes used through a play or a series of plays as an 

organizing principle. Both types of material tend to 

direct attention away from Christ and thus compete with the 

theme of man's redemption. 

The first category is made up chiefly of plays 

about the early life of the Virgin, her death and her 

302 
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Assumption; there is also a play about St. Veronica in the 

Cornish cycle. The second is exemplified by the Radix 

Jesse theme in the N-Town Cycle and the Legend of the Rood 

in the Cornish Ordinalia. In considering the group of 

plays about the Virgin, it is convenient to treat 

separately those dramatizing her early life and those that 

deal with her death, for the plays arise from different 

traditions: the first have prototypes in the liturgical 

drama, the second are pure saint's plays. 

1. Plays on the Early Life of the Virgin 

Of the English cycles, that of N-Town presents the 

most fully developed series of plays on the Virgin's child

hood and youth. These plays, numbered 8 through 13, 

dramatize the Conception of Mary, Mary in the Temple, the 

Betrothal of Mary, the Parliament of Heaven, the Conception 

and the Salutation {in one play), Joseph's Return, and the 

Visit to Elizabeth. They are often referred to as the 

"Contemplacio group" because they are united by the use of 

an expositor called Contemplacio who comments on the plays 

like a parson, explaining the action and its significance. 

The group is believed to have been introduced into the 

cycle as a unit and to have had a separate existence, 

possibly in some other cycle, before the N-Town compiler 
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made use of them.^ Because Lincoln is known to have had a 

Corpus Christi cycle that was presented on the feast of St. 

Anne, the Virgin's mother, as well as for linguistic and 

other reasons, it has been suggested that parts of the 

2 N-Town Cycle originally belonged to Lincoln. To these six 

plays may be added the Trial of Joseph and Mary and the 

Purification, which are not introduced by Contemplacio but 

belong to the early and largely legendary life of the 

Virgin. 

The N-Town drama is the fullest reflection in 

English medieval drama of the cult of the Virgin which 

flourished in the late Middle Ages and gave rise to a flood 

of pious and mystical writings throughout Europe. The 

liturgical drama has relatively few specifically Marian 

plays because the cult reached its highest development in 

the thirteenth century, after the period of the greatest 

proliferation of the church drama. We have liturgical 

plays and dramatic rituals concerning only three of the 

subjects treated in the N-Town plays on the early life of 

the Virgin: Mary in the Temple, the Annunciation, and the 

Purification. 

1. Block, p. xxxiii. 

2. Craig,pp. 239-280; Kenneth Cameron and Stanley 
J. Kahrl, "The N-Town Plays at Lincoln," TN 20 (1965-6): 
61-9. 
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The Annunciation, usually presented in December, 

was most elaborately performed in the Aurea Missa said by 

Young to have originated at Tournai in the early thirteenth 

century (2:245-6). It employs scaffolds with curtains,-

those of the Virgin open and Gabriel's closed. Mary is 

seen kneeling as the play opens and Gabriel is disclosed 

later during the mass. When the deacon sings the gospel, 

Mary and the archangel sing their scriptural speeches. To 

express the conception of Christ figuratively an image of a 

dove descends before Mary. A Padua Annunciation play 

includes the episode of the Visit to Elizabeth (2:248-50). 

The Purification, celebrated February 2nd, or 

Candlemas, generally did not involve a true liturgical play, 

but images or costumed clerics were used in a pageant of the 

infant Jesus being presented at the temple (2:250). Late 

fourteenth-century records from the gild of St. Mary at 

Beverley describe a Candlemas procession to the church led 

by persons dressed as Joseph, Simeon, two angels, and Mary 

with an image of Jesus in her arms. At the high altar Mary 

presented Jesus to Simeon (2:252—3). 

The Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple, 

based on a legend from the apocryphal Gospels and celebrated 

November 21st, was a feast of the Eastern Church, brought 

to the West by a French nobleman, Philippe de Mezieres, in 

the fourteenth century. The Latin play, included in the 

liturgical offices for the feast which de Mezieres presented 
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to Pope Gregory XI, had its first European performance in 

3 Avignon on November 21, 1372. Three small girls played 

Mary and her handmaidens in a cast that included Joachim, 

Anna, the archangels, Ecclesia, Synagoga, Lucifer, nine 

angels, and two musicians. After Mary's ascent of the 

temple steps, lauds are sung to her by her parents, the 

angels, and Ecclesia. Synagoga, lamenting the passing of 

the Old Laws, is pushed down the west steps of the platform 

and flees from the church; and Lucifer, after being pre

sented in chains and being placed symbolically under Mary's 

feet, is treated in the same way. This late and elaborate 

play, the only liturgical drama on the Presentation, shows 

the influence both of saint's drama and the morality play. 

While Candlemas processions and simple liturgical 

plays like the Aurea Missa seem to have satisfied the 

requirements of the people for special observances on the 

feasts connected with the Virgin's early life, individual 

plays in the tradition of the saint's drama arose on some 

of these themes. In Florence one of the earliest sacre 

rappresentazioni was a lost play of the Annunciation 

described by a visiting Russian bishop in 1439 as spectacu-

4 lar for its inqeqni and lighting effects. Later in the 

3. Description of the Festum Praesentationis 
Beatae Mariae: A Fourteenth-Century Prompt Book, ed. and 
tr. Albert B. Weiner (New Haven, 1958); Young, 2:226. 

4. D'Ancona, Oriqini. 1:246-53. 
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fifteenth century Feo Belcari, among the first authors of 

Florentine religious plays, wrote a play on the Annuncia

tion which, like The Castle of Perseverance and the N-Town 

play, employed the "Four Daughters of God," Justice, Peace, 

Mercy, and Truth, in a debate on whether or not erring man 

deserves to be saved by the Son of God. This play or one 

on the same theme was revived for the visit of Charles VIII 

to Florence in 1594, and he reportedly enjoyed it so much 

that he wanted to see it again incognito.^ Long after the 

decline of the Florentine religious drama, when it was 

deemed appropriate to present a saint's play for the wedding 

of Giovanna d'Austria to Francesco de" Medici to please the 
g 

pious bride, it was an Annunciation play that v/as chosen. 

In Aberdeen Candlemas was celebrated by a proces

sion which apparently included plays on the Presentation in 

the Temple and the Annunciation, along with other 

scriptural and hagiographical plays. Some doubt exists, 

however, as to whether the Aberdeen records on the order of 

pageants for Candlemas refer to plays or merely to dumb-

7 shows upon pageant-wagons. 

The treatment of the Virgin's early life in the 

scriptural cycles and Passion plays in most cases begins 

5. D'Ancona, Origini. 1:274. 

6. D'Ancona, Origini. 1:334-5. 

7. Mill, p. 64; Chambers, 2:332. 



308 

with the Annunciation because the major emphasis is upon 

Christ and the scheme of redemption. All the English 

cycles include plays on the Annunciation and the events 

that followed it, but only the N-Town cycle dramatizes the 

barrenness of Joachim and Anna, their angelic visitation, 

Mary's climbing the steps of the temple, and the Trial of 

Joseph and Mary. 

In the N-Town Marian plays the romance of legend 

and the realism of late medieval hagiography are blended. 

The archetypal myth of heroic birth, often discernible 

behind saint's legends, seems to be operative in the legend 

of Anna and Joachim, who long in vain for a child until the 

great event for which they have been divinely reserved is 

announced to them by an angel. In the play of the Concep

tion of Mary, Joachim is told: "Anne thi blyssyd wyff / 

sche xal bere a childe . xal hygth mary / which xal be 

blyssyd" (163-4). The same motif appears in many saint's 

plays. The Abruzzi play La Legenna di Sancto Tomascio, it 

will be recalled, begins with a decision in Heaven that the 

Contessa d'Acquino is to be the mother of a son who will be 

a great doctor, and she is so informed by a hermit who has 

received his instructions from an angel. The analogy can 

be carried further, for just as Mary as a small child shows 

that she is destined for greatness by climbing the temple 

steps unaided, so St. Thomas manifests his destiny when he 
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is found by a nursemaid holding a miraculous paper covered 

with golden writing. 

The flowering of Joseph's wand as a sign that he is 

Mary's divinely chosen husband and the bowing of the cherry 

tree to Mary are also ancient motifs demonstrating the power 

of a heroic person over nature. Similarly, in the Cornish 

play of Saint Meriasek a rock on the Breton coast bends 

down so that the saint may land from a ship, and in the 

French play La Vie de monseiqneur sainct Didier, God's 

choice of Didier as a bishop is signalled when his oxgoad 

8 suddenly bursts into flower. 

These romance and fairy-tale motifs are blended in 

the N-Town Mary plays with realism that ranges from rustic 

simplicity to a coarseness that has shocked some critics. 

Realism of the homely kind is used in the play of Christ 

with the Doctors in which Mary worries like any mother about 

her small son's whereabouts and fears that he has made 

enemies among the other children because he is more intel

ligent than they. Cruder realism appears in the Trial of 

Mary and Joseph, in which the two holy personages are 

subjected to the taunts and sneers of a crowd of "detrac

tors." Mary is described as a wench who has cuckolded her 

husband, Joseph is a deluded old man, and only the success

ful completion of an ordeal, the details of which suggest 

8. Petit de Julleville, 1:234. 
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witchcraft rather than religion, frees them from the 

accusation and turns the bullies into worshippers. Similar 

frankness appears in the Nativity play when Salome, one of 

the midwives, declares she will never believe a maid could 

bear a child and lays hands upon the Virgin to find out for 

herself. The truth of the virgin birth is dramatized when 

Salome's hand is withered. Vriend finds a marked differ

ence in tone between the Contemplacio group and the other 

Mary plays of the N-Town Cycle. He observes in connection 

with the plays in which Contemplacio does not figure: 

9 "Their shocking frankness marks them off at once." 

To the people of the Middle Ages the saints had 

become through centuries of legend very real people, and 

their sufferings were imagined and recreated in terms of 

the contemporary milieu. Huizinga, observing that until 

the Renaissance saints in art were always costumed in the 

fashion of the times, says that everything contributed to 

make saints real, well-known, and unmysterious (150-1). To 

Auerbach realism is "an essential element of medieval 

Christian art and especially Christian drama" and a move

ment away from the themes of courtly romance towards every

day life" (p. 158). Just as the Virgin in the N-Town Trial 

of Joseph and Mary must suffer the slurs of the detractors, 

so scores of feminine saints endured the vicious jibes of 

9. Johannes Vriend, The Blessed Virgin Mary in the 
Medieval Drama of England (Purmerend, 1928) , p. 85. 
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of their persecutors. The N-Town playwright simply put 

into the mouths of the virgin's enemies the skeptical jeers 

that English gossips in any village might have made about 

unmarried mothers or comparable non-conformists. This 

literal approach to such matters as the virgin birth may 

also have been emphasized in an effort to present proofs 

before the eyes of an audience, some of whom might have 

been susceptible to the new doctrine sown by Wycliffe and 

his followers. 

Plays on the early life of the Virgin sometimes 

were presented on St. Anne's Day, doing honor to the mother 

by dramatizing the life of the daughter. The Candlemas 

Play of the Digby manuscript"^ is a miniature cycle of St. 

Anne's Day plays in which St. Anne herself does not appear. 

Instead, plays on the Slaughter of the Innocents and on the 

Purification are presented for St. Anne, almost as if she 

were a revered member of the audience. A prologue and 

epilogue, spoken by a "Poeta" as in the Conversion of St. 

Paul. informs the audience that the drama "is for to 

worshippe oure ladye and seynt Anne" (18) and that it is 

one section of a cycle. The Poeta recalls that last year's 

play was on the Nativity and the Three Kings (25-8), and 

explains that next year the players intend, "as we be 

purposid in our mynde, / the disputacion of the doctours 

10. Digby Plays, pp. 1-24. 
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to shew in your presens" (562). Thus the cycle, of which 

only the central part is extant, covered the traditional 

events from the birth of Christ to his disputation with the 

doctors in the temple. It includes none of the early life 

of Mary such as is presented in the N-Town Cycle, unless 

there were plays, not mentioned by the Poeta, given earlier 

than the productions of "last year." The extant portion 

dramatizes Herod's Killing of the Children with the Flight 

into Egypt, and concludes with a Candlemas play of the 

Purification in which Mary and Joseph go to the temple to 

make their offering after the birth of Jesus. The play 

includes a procession of virgins, "as many as a man wyll" 

{SD 464), holding lighted tapers. They are joined by . 

Simeon, who carries the infant Jesus in his arms, and all 

go in solemn march around the temple as "Nunc dimittis" is 

sung. Anna the prophetess appears, foretelling Christ's 

redemption of man and leading the virgins and the rest in a 

final celebration "in the worshipe of Iesu, our lady, and 

seynt Anne" (550). The prophetess, who figures in the 

N-Town play of the purification, is a traditional character 

in this episode, appearing also in a liturgical play from 

Parma."'*"'' The play is simple in language and reflects a 

mood of joyful piety appropriate to the Candlemas feast. 

11. Young, 2:253. 
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2. Assumption Plays 
j 

Around the death of the Virgin a wealth of legend 

grew up which was used by 

drama throughout Europe. 

writers of religious vernacular 

No liturgical plays on the 

Assumption are known, although Young (2:255-7) reports that 

at Halle an effigy of the! Virgin was drawn up through an 

opening in the roof on the feast of the Assumption, and 

that at Rouen some sort of procession and drama were pre

sented in which figures of the apostles and a devil were 
i 

used. Young expresses surprise at the paucity of records 

about drama on this important feast (August 15th). Perhaps 

because of the late development of the cult, by the time 

that clerics became aware of the possibilities in such.a 

play for the church drama, it had already become the 

property of the vernacular drama. The complete Assumption 

story, furthermore, includes an episode of attempted 

sacrilege by Jews which became in some cases an occasion 

for raucous mirth. 
j 
i 

Independent Assumption plays have come down to us 
i 
I 

from Spain and Germany and the legend is also treated in 

the French cycle, Les Actes des Apotres. Well into the 

twentieth century an Assumption play was being performed 

I 12 
yearly in the principal church in Elche, Spain. This 

12. C. Vidal y Valenciano, ed.f in D. Manuel Mila 
y Fontanals, Obras Completas (Barcelona, 1895), 6:324-40. 
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traditional play tells the complete story as the apocryphal 

Gospels related it and retains its medieval character. It 

is a two-day drama, beginning after Vespers on August 14th, 

when Mary enters' the church and passes the stations of 

Gethsemane, the Cross, and the Sepulcher, singing briefly 

at each. She then ascends a platform at the front of the 

nave, expressing her desire to die with the words: 

Gran desig me a vengut al cor 
del nteu Car fill pie de amor 
tan gran que nou poria dir 
ou per remey de sig morir. (p. 341) 

A golden cloud descends and, opening, discloses an Angel 

who carries a palm frond and tells the Virgin her Son 

awaits her in Heaven. He gives her the palm, and she 

inquires if it will be possible for her to see the apostles 

once again before her death. The Angel assures her that 

God is bringing them and returns to Heaven. John, tradi

tionally the Virgin's protector, appears, singing a sorrow

ful song, and summons the other apostles, who praise Mary 

in chorus. She then dies upon a bed on the platform while 

the apostles kneel around her. The araceli, a device for 

ascensions, is lowered to receive Mary's soul and carry it 

up to Heaven. 

The second day of the Elche play begins with the 

apostles around the deathbed, singing "In exitu Israel de 

Aegypto" as they take up the body (represented by an image) 

and carry it on a litter from the platform into the 
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corridor. A crowd of Jews object to the burial but the 

apostles hold them back until St. Peter appears and, draw

ing a sword, disperses them. When they are at length 

subdued, the Jews kneel around the litter asking forgive

ness and desiring to become Christians. The procession 

moves on to a sepulcher (probably the same one used in 

liturgical Easter plays), and the araceli descends with 

music to take the image to Heaven. At this point, St. 

Thomas of India appears, having been delayed in his 

journey, and, asking forgiveness for his late arrival, 

witnesses the miraculous events. Then with music, incense, 

and a rain of flowers the Virgin rises to Heaven. 

The longest and most detailed Assumption play that 

has come down to us is the German Himmelfart Maria dating 

13 from the fourteenth century. Divided into five sections, 

presumably for presentation on successive days, the 

vernacular play has the spectacular and ritual qualities 

appropriate to its theme. A choir of angels at frequent 

intervals bursts into liturgical songs, and the leading 

members of the choir serve as prologues to introduce new 

episodes. 

At the start of the Himmelfart Maria the characters 

are introduced by a "Praecursor." The angels sing a 

13. Maria Himmelfart. ed. Franz Joseph Mone, 
Altteutsche Schauspiele, Bibliothek der Deutschen Literatur 
21 (Quedlinburg and Leipzig, 1841):21-106. 
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"silete" (a vocal or instrumental flourish to attract the 

attention of the audience) and an angel explains that the 

apostles will be shown in their ministry. The first 

episode presents the apostles taking leave of the Virgin 

(a scene similar to the conclusion of the French mystere on 

the Conversion of St. Paul). With a verisimilitude that is 

perhaps a shade heavy, the German playwright presents four 

sermons by four apostles, followed by conversions and 

baptisms. There has been some consideration of the 

patience of the audience, however, since four rather than 

twelve sermons are enacted. 

The traditional Assumption play follows, beginning 

with the Virgin's visits to the holy places and her desire 

to leave this world in order to join Jesus in Heaven. 

"Dominica persona" hears her prayer in Heaven and sends 

Gabriel with the traditional palm branch. The Spanish play 

described earlier has all the same elements, but in 

Himmelfart Maria each episode is expanded to the utmost. 

The fetching of the apostles back to the bedside of the 

dying Virgin involves additional sermons, for each apostle 

must be shown engaged in his ministry. 

Because of the many liturgical songs sung during 

the play and some liturgical echoes in the language, 

Creizenach (p. 125) was convinced that a lost liturgical 

play must lie behind the Himmelfart Maria although we have 

no such play nor report of a play. Craig, speaking in 
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general about the possible liturgical origins of Assumption 

plays, said much the same: "One can only conclude that all 

early records have been lost, for the feast was widely 

celebrated and the play was well known, not only in England, 

but on the continent" (p. 81). It is perhaps the legend, 

rather than "the play" that was well known. The Doctor 

who speaks the prologue for the N-Town Assumption Play 

tells his audience: 

Ryht worchepful souereynes • liketh yow to here 
of the assumpcion of the gloryous moder mary 
that seynt Jhon the euangelist * wrot and tauht 
as I lere 

in a book clepid Apocriphum. (1-4) 

As Chaucer sometimes does, the author of the N-Town play 

presents a source likely to be more impressive to the 

audience than the one he really used. The Golden Legend 

and many other popular collections tell the whole story as 

it came down not only from the apocryphal book of John, but 

from Greek, Coptic, Latin, and other sources. It is the 

opinion of G. Duriez that the poet of Himmelfart Maria made 

use of the Golden Legend and of a narrative poem on the 

14 Assumption by Konrad von Heimesfurt. 

After the scene of the Virgin's death, during which 

the apostles kneel around her bed just as they are depicted 

in a Durer engraving of the scene, Mary's body is prepared 

for burial by her handmaidens and carried in procession by 

15. Les Apocryphes dans le drame religieux en 
Allemagne (Paris, 1914), p. 72. 
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the apostles. The princes of the synagogue, meantime, 

have been plotting to seize and burn the body. As the 

funeral cortege approaches, they rush forth to attack the 

apostles. Blinded by divine wrath, however, all retire in 

dismay except one, who seizes the litter and finds to his 

horror that his hands adhere to it. He is freed only after 

he states his belief in Christ and the Virgin. Peter gives 

this prince of the Jews the Virgin's palm frond, telling 

him to touch his afflicted companions with it and cure 

their blindness, provided they convert to Christianity. 

All are converted except two who therefore die for their 

wickedness. 

The Virgin's ascent to Heaven in Himmelfart Maria 

is a solemn spectacle, accompanied by the songs of angels. 

The episode of the late arrival of Thomas is omitted. The 

episode that follows, the Coronation of the Virgin in 

Heaven, is the normal conclusion of such plays, but the 

author of Himmelfart Maria has added an unusual final 

episode of the legendary destruction of Jerusalem. A King, 

newly-converted to Christianity, and his loyal knights 

march upon Jerusalem seeking vengeance on the Jews for the 

death of Christ. The story is not related to that of the 

Assumption but is part of the apocryphal Acts of Pilate. 

It is here attached to an Assumption play to give the 

audience good measure and perhaps may be seen as 
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thematically related to the episode of the Jews enacted 

earlier in the play. 

The texts of English Assumption plays are preserved 

only in the York and N-Town cycles, but similar plays are 

known to have been included in the cycles of Chester, 

Lincoln, Beverley, Newcastle, and Aberdeen. The old 

Chester banns (not the inaccurate post-Reformation banns) 

have this to say about the Assumption play at Chester: 

The wurshipfful wyffys of this towne 
ffynd of our Lady thassumpcion 
It to bryng forth they be bowne . 
And meyntene wfc all theyre might. 

At Beverley priests were responsible for producing the 

"Coronacion of our Lady," according to the 1520 list of 

Corpus Christi pageants printed by Chambers (2:341). The 

Lincoln tradition is extensive and well-documented. In 

1458-9 the Lincoln records first refer to an Assumption 

play which is to be part of a celebration of the feast of 

16 St. Anne (July 26th). The play continues to appear in 

records, and the Chapter Acts of 1483 report that the play 

was to be repaired and added to the procession of the 

citizens on St. Anne's day, on which occasion it was to be 

played, in the same manner as formerly, in the nave of the 

15. Chambers, 2:167. 

16. Virginia Shull, "Clerical Drama in Lincoln 
Cathedral, 1318 to 1561," PMLA 52 (1937) :960. 
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17 church. At Newcastle a play on the Burial of the Virgin 

18 was represented by the gild of Masons, while in Aberdeen 

a Coronation of Our Lady was the responsibility of the 

19 Tailors. The existence of all these plays on the Assump

tion and related themes has been taken as an indication 

that English medieval drama was proceeding on parallel 

lines with the continental saint's drama by both Anna Mill 

and Virginia Shull.^ 

Dramatic records of the various communities indi

cate that the plays were not original parts of the cycles 

21 but later additions. In the manuscript of the N-Town 

cycle, the four plays on the Assumption are interpolated in 

a different hand, judged by Block to be "decidedly later 

than the body of the MS" (p. xvi). As these plays were the 

last to come, having been added to satisfy the dramatic 
* 

needs of the late-developing cult of the Virgin, so they 

were the first to go, in response to the rising pressures 

of the Reformation against saint worship and especially 

Mariolatry. In 1548 the York city officials decided to 

17. Shull, p. 952. 

18. Waterhouse, p. xl. 

19. Mill, p. 125. 

20. "The York Plays of the Dying, Assumption, and 
Coronation of Our Lady," PMLA 65 (1950), p. 866; Shull, 
p. 947. 

21. Shull, p. 960. 
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present the Corpus Christi play the coming year, 1549, 

without the pageants of the Death, Burial, and Coronation 

of the Virgin, and in ensuing years the gilds charged with 

22 these plays were given other responsibilities. During 

the reign of Queen Mary the suppressed plays were acted 

again, but by 1561 they were no longer included in the list 

of pageants and apparently were not played after that 

23 date. In the same way the Corpus Christi play of St. 

Anne's Gild at Lincoln was suppressed but brought forward 

again in the reign of Queen Mary for the last time.^ 

Under Queen Elizabeth the Lincoln Corporation ordered a new 

play on a biblical subject and the St. Anne's Day play 

25 disappears. The revised Chester banns, which omit any 

reference to the "worshipful wives" and their Assumption 

play, make it clear that the same excision of Marian 

26 elements had been made in that city. 

Because Assumption plays were spectacular, involving 

angels, singing, and ascents, they were sometimes used 

separately for royal entries. At Chester the Assumption 

was played in 1488 before Lord Strange, and in 1497 before 

22. Mill, "York Plays," pp. 874-5. 

23. Mill, "York Plays," pp. 875-6. 

24. Chambers, 2:111—2. 

25. Chambers, 2:379. 

26. Craig, pp. 167-8. 
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Prince Arthur, while at York the pageant-wagon of the 

Weavers (but possibly not the play) was used in 1486 in 

27 connection with the royal progress of Henry VII. 

The usual episodes of an Assumption play are the 

Death of the Virgin with the coming of the apostles, the 

Burial (including the episode of the Jews), and the Assump

tion or Coronation, which may include the late arrival of 

Thomas. The N-Town play on the Assumption omits the 

appearance to Thomas and expands the Burial. The Assump

tion at York is divided into three pageants plus a fragment 

of a fourth and originally included a Burial play which was 

abandoned. An unusual feature of the York interpretation is 

the emphasis given to the episode of Thomas. 

The N-Town play of the Assumption is introduced by 

a Doctor who, after mentioning the source of the play as 

we have seen, informs the audience, presumably fascinated 

by the smallest details of a saint's life, that the Virgin 

conceived Christ in her fourteenth year, bore him at 

fifteen, lived with him for thirty-three years, and after 

his crucifixion lived on for twelve years; thus Mary's age 

at her death was three-score years. This matter-of-fact 

summary concludes with a description of Mary's later life, 

spent in prayer and in visits to the holy places. The play 

begins with an episode of three Jewish princes and a Bishop 

27. Mill, "York Plays," pp. 870-1. 
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who plan, when Mary dies, to seize her body and burn it. 

Mary, upon a scaffold representing the temple, prays to her 

Son to take her to him, while Sapientia ("Wisdom which is 

God") hears the prayer and sends an angel down to tell Mary 

that in three days she will be in bliss. Receiving the 

palm frond, Mary makes two requests of the angel: that the 

apostles may come to her before she dies and that she may 

be spared the sight of the fiend. The angel, after reassur

ing her on both points, returns to Heaven. The Virgin 

returns to her "sympil habitacyon" to prepare for death, 

attended by two hand maidens. John first and later the 

other apostles appear to watch over the Virgin in her last 

hours. As she dies, Christ descends amid song and organ 

music ("hie cantabunt orqana," SD 285) and takes the soul 

of Mary to his bosom. His ascent to Heaven is accompanied 

by the choral singing of angels and martyrs in Heaven's 

court. 

In the N-Town play, as in Himmelfart Maria, when 

the apostles take up the body and move in procession away 

from Mary's scaffold towards the location representing her 

tomb, the Jews accost them in the street. The episode is 

dramatized in much the same manner as in the German play 

but not at such length. After the burial Christ descends 

once more, replaces the Virgin's soul in her body, and 

ascends with her, again with organ music, to the Heaven 
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scaffold, where Mary is crowned "qwen of hefne and moder of 

mercy" by her Son. 

At York the subject of the Assumption was divided 

into three plays: the Drapers played the Death of Mary, 

the Weavers the play of Thomas of India, and the Ostelers 

the Coronation. A fragment of a play, perhaps another 

version of the Coronation, is attributed to the Innholders. 

In addition, there was a play (no longer extant) of the 

Burial, commonly known in York records as the "Fergus play" 

because the chief of the Jews was called Fergus. The 

Masons, who produced it, reportedly complained that it 

excited laughter and fisticuffs rather than devotion. 

Although the Fergus play apparently continued to be pre

sented for many years after the complaint was voiced, it 

had been abandoned for good by the start of the sixteenth 

28 century. The N-Town play of the Burial gives us an idea 

of the nature of this lost play, as does the more elaborate 

but basically very similar version in the Actes des Apotres. 

The unseemly levity that attended this play in York, 

doubtless caused by the sight of Fergus clinging to the 

litter and the sound of his howls of dismay, may also have 

occurred in the performance of the Rouen play referred to 

above, which came under censure because, according to Young 

(2:255) "the antics of the confrerie on this occasion were 

28. Mill, "York Plays," pp. 868-9. 
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somewhat scandalous." The only traditional mirth-provoking 

episode of the Assumption plays was the one of the Jews. 

The Elche play, it will be noted, offers a modified and 

less ridiculous version of the episode; its medieval 

original probably included the traditional antics. 

At York because of the stop-to-stop method of 

production and the number of gilds involved with the 

Assumption plays, there is a certain amount of repetition 

from play to play. The Drapers' play ends with Jesus 

sending his angels to fetch the soul of Mary. The Weavers 

begin with Thomas in the "Vale of Josaphat," present the 

ascension of Mary (represented not by a small image to 

symbolize the soul but by an actor), and end with Thomas's 

efforts to convince the Apostles that Mary has indeed risen 

and with the discovery that her sepulcher is empty. Al

though Mary would now seem to have risen both in soul and 

body, the Ostelers' play presents the descent of Jesus to 

raise his mother in the flesh and their triumphant ascent 

together to the notes of angelic song. If the York plays 

are less precise theologically, however, they are less 

didactic and more lyrical than the N-Town Assumption play. 

They also place great emphasis on the Virgin's desire, 

which is granted by Jesus, to be the special patron of all 

those in trouble or need, especially seamen and women in 

childbirth. Her words represent an eloquent summary of the 

doctrine behind the miracles of Our Lady: 
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Also, my bliste barne, thou graunte me my bone, 
All that are in newe or in nede and nevenes me be 
name, 

I praie the sone, for my sake, thou socoure thame 
sone, 

In alle ther schoures that are scharpe thou shelde 
thame fro-schame. (143-6) 

The York play of the appearance of the Virgin to 

Thomas presents a good example of the way saint's legends 

came into being by borrowing episodes from earlier legends 

or scripture, for Thomas's sight of the Virgin ascending to 

Heaven is in many ways akin to the appearance of Christ to 

Mary Magdalene, while Thomas's subsequent effort to prove 

to the Apostles that he actually saw the Virgin follows the 

pattern of Mary's effort, dramatized in some of the cycles, 

to convince the disciples that she has seen Jesus. Like 

Mary Magdalene in the Resurrection plays, Thomas laments 

his lonely state; like Mary he is privileged to see and 

speak with the one who has arisen. Afterwards, Thomas 

endeavors to convince the apostles that he saw the Virgin 

as she was ascending to Heaven, just as Mary Magdalene 

seeks to convince the disciples that Christ has risen. In 

the Wakefield play of Thomas of India (so named because it 

treats later of the "doubting" of Thomas), Mary Magdalene 

is told by Peter and Paul that women are not be be trusted; 

the men are convinced only when Jesus appears to them. In 

the same way, Thomas in the York play goes to the Apostles 

with the news of the Virgin's ascension and is met with 

scorn. Only half convinced by the blue girdle which the 



327 

Virgin gave Thomas, the Apostles run to the sepulcher and 

find it empty. The blue girdle may be seen as a parallel 

with the grave-cloths shown in the traditional Quem 

quaeritis play, and the race to the sepulcher is of course 

a motif derived from the Race of Peter and John in the 

liturgical drama. The York playwright in his play on the 

appearance to Thomas was probably consciously working from 

the best model that he knew, the legendary embroidery upon 

Magdalene's bringing the news to the Apostles. In the 

Actes des Apotres. as in the Spanish play, Thomas appears 

just as the Virgin begins her ascent; and when, according 

to his "doubting" character, he hesitates to believe his 

eyes, the Virgin throws him her girdle and continues her 

ascent. The purpose of the last-minute appearance of 

Thomas is of course to show the traditional doubter being 

convinced by material evidence, as he was when he put his 

hands upon Christ's wounds. But in the York play we are 

shown, not how Thomas the doubter is convinced, but how the 

apostles are convinced. 

3. Themes from Legend 

The introduction into Corpus Christi cycles of 

themes that tend to divert the attention of the audience 

from the central figure of Christ to related but subordinate 

issues may be seen, not perhaps as a direct influence of 

the saint's drama, but certainly as a result of the same 
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sort of thinking that produced the saint's play. The 

Passion plays of the Continent and the Corpus Christi 

cycles in England were dedicated to presenting God's plan 

of salvation for mankind through Christ, and every episode 
r -

was intended to reinforce that great lesson. Nevertheless 

the N-Town Cycle, with its pronounced Marian emphasis, very 

nearly succeeds in its Prophets play in making the Virgin 

appear to be the agent of salvation rather than her Son; 

and the Cornish Ordinalia. by following the Legend of the 

Rood, makes the wonderful vicissitudes of the cross-tree 

almost more wonderful than the Passion itself. 

The N-Town play of the Prophets is unique of its 

kind. Instead of offering, in the traditional way, a 

procession of prophets foretelling the coming of Christ, 

this play introduces a series of prophets and kings who, 

speaking one after the other, present the genealogy of the 

Virgin Mary and predict her coming. The theme, according 

29 to a study by J. K. Bonnell, had its origins in art and 

was depicted as the Tree of Jesse, a genealogical tree 

showing the descent of Christ based on the account in 

Matthew 1:6-16. This tree, however, derives not from 

Abraham, as the Gospel has it, but from Jesse, in accordance 

with Isaiah 11:1: "And there shall come forth a rod out of 

the stem of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his 

29. "The Sources in Art of the So-Called Prophets' 
Play in the Hegge Collection," PMLA 29 (1914):327-40. 
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roots." In the N-Town play the procession of kings repre

sents Mary's ancestry, whereas in the Gospel the kings are 

the forebears of Joseph. In the play, the "Radix Jesse" 

itself appears to be a character and declares that "a 

blyssyd braunch" will spring from it to bring mankind to 

bliss. Typical of -the utterances of both kings and 

prophets is that of "Roboas rex," who declares: 

de The iij kynge of the jentyll jesse 
my name is knowe kyng Roboas 
of oure kynrede yitt men xul se 
A clene mayde trede down foule sathanas. (46-50) 

The prophesy that this maiden will give birth to the 

Messiah is mentioned by some of the speakers, but the 

cumulative impression of the thirteen kings and thirteen 

prophets is that man's redemption begins with the Virgin. 

Craig says the play is not a Prophet play at all and sur

mises that it replaced a traditional Prophetae at some early 

date (257). But the play seems to have been written 

specifically for a Marian cycle and that is what the N-Town 

Cycle is. Whatever its provenance, the N-Town Prophets' 

Play is unparalleled in the Passion plays and cycles. 

A different use of legend is made in the Cornish 

30 Ordinalia. a three-day cycle whose author seems to have 

delighted in tales of the wonderful and the miraculous. 

The Legend of the Rood, found in the apocryphal Gospel of 

30. Edwin Norris, ed. and tr., The Ancient Cornish 
Drama. 2 v. (Oxford, 1859). 
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31 Nicodemus, Cursor Mundi. and elsewhere, tells the story 

of the tree from which the cross was made. In the part of 

the Ordinalia performed on the first day, the Origo Mundi. 

Adam before his death sends his son Seth to Paradise for 

the "oil of mercy" which God had promised when Adam and Eve 

were driven from Eden. Seth comes back with three seeds 

from the apple that caused the fall and, after Adam's death, 

places them under his father's tongue. From these seeds 

grow three wands that Moses cuts and plants upon the top of 

Mount Tabor. Long after, Kind David has a vision instruct

ing him to find the trees and bring them to Jerusalem. He 

plants them, and the three trees immediately grow into one. 

When Solomon's carpenters need a great beam for the temple, 

they cut the rood-tree but discover that its length 

mysteriously changes, so that it cannot be fitted into 

place. At Solomon's direction, the beam is placed within 

the temple as an object of worship. The first pre-

Christian martyr, Maxilla, sits upon the beam and finds 

her clothing afire. Miraculously gifted with foreknowledge 

of Christ, she invokes his aid and is saved, only to be 

condemned to death by the Bishop of the temple. The beam 

is removed and thrown into a pool on the Bishop's orders 

but continues to perform miracles. The Bishop finally has 

31. Ed. Richard Morris, EETS 57, 59 (London, 
1874). 
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it placed as a bridge across Cedron, where it remains until 

used for the crucifixion. 

32 In a study of the Ordinalia. Robert Longsworth 

finds the Rood Legend a unifying motif, connecting the fall 

which came as the result of a tree in Eden with the redemp

tion which came as the result of the tree on which Christ 

was crucified. The playwright may well have seen it that 

way, but he did not carry the motif through the cycle in a 

manner that would demonstrate his consciousness of its 

unifying possibilities. The legendary and miraculous 

cross-tree of the Oriqo Mundi becomes in the next day's 

play of the Passio Domini Nostri. merely a rough and heavy 

piece of timber, carried with sore labor by Christ upon his 

shoulder, a realistic beam upon which Our Lord suffers 

mortal death. The fairy-tale adventures of the Rood in the 

Oriqo Mundi are as wonderful (without irreverence be it 

said) as those of the stick from which Pinocchio was 

carved, but in the Passio realism takes over in the dark 

and brooding atmosphere which must always surround Calvary. 

In the final play, the Resurrexio Domini Nostri. the Rood 

is virtually forgotten in favor of a fantastic saint's 

play. As a unifying element, therefore, the legend unifies 

the action of the first day and provides a delightful way 

of organizing Old Testament history, but it can scarcely be 

32. The Cornish Ordinalia (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), 
p. 54. 
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said to provide a theme for the whole cycle. Although 

Christ and all Christianity are symbolized by the cross, a 

symbol that becomes a character and insists upon taking 

part in the action can no longer be considered a symbol. 
•"5u 

The Oriqo Mundi might be described as a saint's play in 

which the hero is the Holy Rood rather than a saint. 

4. The Veronica Play in the Cornish Ordinalia 

The Legend of the Rood is but one of the many 

marvels from pious legend presented by the author of the 

Ordinalia without apparently very much attention to unity. 

The most marvellous and extraneous of the tales which this 

cycle dramatizes is the legend of Veronica (sometimes 

considered a saint) and her successful mission to Rome to 

33 seek revenge upon Pilate for Christ's crucifixion. Had 

the playwright been thinking of unity he might at least 

have introduced Veronica in the Passio where she tradition

ally belongs, offering her kerchief to Christ and receiving 

it back with the imprint of his face upon it. This episode 

is briefly dramatized in the N-Town Crucifixion play (718— 

25) but omitted in the corresponding action of the Cornish 

cycle. It is only after the resurrection and in a separate 

play, the Mors Pilati, that Veronica appears and journeys 

to Rome to cure Tiberius Caesar of his sickness by showing 

33. The legend is found in a medieval addition to 
the Gospel of Nicodemus (or Acts of Pilate). See James, 
pp. 157-8. 
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him her kerchief. Once the Emperor is healed, Veronica's 

thoughts turn to Pilate, and she demands that he be 

punished for killing the King of Heaven. The remainder of 

the play is devoted to the arrest, interrogation, and 

eventual suicide of Pilate together with the knotty problem 

of disposing of his body. 

This saint's play, inset in a scriptural cycle, is 

in the tradition of the French plays on the "Vengeance de 

Jesus-Christ" which detail the punishments suffered by the 

Jews for the Crucifixion. One such play of some 22,000 

lines is described by Grace Frank (p. 191) as a performance 

that "ministers to the sadistic impulses of an audience in 

a series of massacres and unspeakable physical horrors." 

The Death of Pilate is not quite so bad as that, for at 

least the culprit is not subjected to torture. What is 

fascinating about this play is that the conventions of 

martyrdom found in saint's plays operate here in reverse 

fashion. 

Pilate becomes the object of torturers' jeers, 

Veronica and the Emperor are almost undistinguishable from 

the usual tyrants of a martyrdom, and after the death of 

the victim miracles occur to testify, not to his piety but 

to his wickedness. His soul is eventually received by 

devils with as much enthusiasm as Heaven customarily 

exhibits in welcoming the soul of a saint. 
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Veronica's miraculous cure occupies but a few pages 

of the play. Then the Emperor sends his executioners for 

Pilate, and they hurry away to fetch the "dirty sloven," 

who answers the summons as meekly as a saint, saying: "To 

my lord I gladly go." The Emperor at first finds himself 

mysteriously unable to condemn Pilate and cries, like 

Herod: "Out, out, out, haroI haro1 / If Pilate be not 

slain / I know not what rather I shall do" (1841-3). 

Veronica explains that as long as Pilate wears the seamless 

coat of Christ he cannot be harmed and counsels the Emperor 

to strip it from him. As soon as Pilate reluctantly parts 

with the coat, the Emperor asks for his sword with the 

intention of killing him on the spot, but Veronica restrains 

him, saying with scarcely Christian ferocity: "Seek the 

most cruel death / That he can have" (1972-3). Pilate is 

accordingly imprisoned in a jail kept by the traditional 

Jailer and his Boy, who seem in all the saint's plays to be 

the same characters. Dire threats are made by the jailers 

and executioners about keeping Pilate in prison until he 

rots, but he foils them by killing himself with a knife. 

The rest of the Mors Pilati is concerned with the 

disposal of the body. Buried, his body is rejected by the 

earth on two occasions, and it is Veronica who suggests the 

troublesome corpse be put in an iron box and sunk in the 

Tiber. No sooner have the executioners followed these 

orders, however, than a traveler drinks from the river and 
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promptly expires. Veronica's next suggestion is a burial 

at sea. The iron box is grappled up, placed in a ship with 

all sails set, and committed to the sea in a sort of Viking 

funeral. According to the description of the eager devils 

who witness the event, the ship strikes a rock which opens 

and closes again on it with thunderous sound. And just as 

the heavenly court welcomes a martyr with angelic song, so 

Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub, and "Tulfric" greet the soul of 

Pilate with an infernal chanty. It is a bit of a wrench, 

after this wild legendary material, to return to the sober 

matter of Scripture for the Ascension Play which closes the 

cycle. 

It is difficult to find any justification for the 

Death of Pilate as an individual play, let alone as an 

element in a cycle on the redemption of mankind. The 

N-Town play of the Death of Herod, by contrast, is short, 

somber, and chillingly effective because instead of a human 

avenger it uses the figure of Death himself, who seizes the 

King in the very moment of his triumph at Christ's cruci

fixion. The sprawling Cornish Death of Pilate, with its 

vindictive Veronica, its stupid Emperor, and its crowd of 

vulpine executioners and devils, is a saint's play gone 

wrong. 
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RENAISSANCE PLAYS ABOUT SAINTS 

The medieval religious drama in England faced 

extinction in the sixteenth century when it became apparent 

to the crown and its agents that the Reformation could be 

accelerated by the suppression of plays based on Catholic 

doctrine. The medieval saint's drama, treating as it did 

of saints and their miracles, of martyrdoms, relics, and 

intercessions, was a primary target of Reformation zeal 

against practices viewed as idolatrous or superstitious. 

To Protestant thinking, worship of saints detracted from 

the worship of Christ. Therefore, while the Anglican 

Church did not deny the existence of saints, it rejected 

prayers to them and requests for their intercession. The 

Thirty-Nine Articles, promulgated in 1562, declared: "The 

Romish doctrine concerning purgatory, pardons, worshipping 

and adoration, as well of images as of relics, and also in

vocation of saints, is a fond thing, vainly invented, and 

grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repug

nant to the Word of God.Long before this article was 

1. William John Elliott, ''Saints," Encyclopaedia 
Britannica (1965), p. 820; cf. Lebegue: "Pour les protest-
ants, le mot saint implique un culte^ et puisque ce culte 
ne s'adresse pas a Dieu, il est idolatrique" (p. 174). The 
position of the Catholic church was that offerings to the 

336 
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drawn up, Protestant preachers, Crown agents, and players 

of anti-Catholic interludes had made it clear that the 

saint was persona non grata except as a remotely benign 

influence to whom a church might be dedicated. 

Gardiner {p. 54-7) believes that monks were chiefly 

responsible for the encouragement of the saint's drama and 

that the genre ceased when the monasteries were suppressed. 

The ferocity with which the worship of saints and relics 

was attacked by Cromwell and Cranmer leads one to suppose 

also that town players, schools, and professional troupes 

that had saint's plays in their repertories would have 

felt it prudent to drop them even before specific govern

mental restrictions were promulgated. 

The story of how the scriptural cycles came to an 

end in England has been fully explored and need not be 

rehearsed here except briefly for purposes of comparison. 

The cycles managed to continue well beyond the Reformation, 

in some cases even into the last quarter of the sixteenth 

century, because they had the weight of civic tradition 

behind them and because they dramatized Scripture for the 

most part, rather than pious legend. Although some cycles, 

as we have seen, were shorn of Assumption plays and other 

saints should be considered offerings to God, but it was 
admitted that the simple folk tended to worship the saints, 
and many sermons were preached against the practice. See 
Owst, 135-7. 
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material related to the cult of the Virgin, the Corpus 

Christi cycles were not finally abandoned until Elizabethan 

times. The cycles were annual festivities beloved of the 

people, who clung to them as tenaciously as they did to 

May Games, Robin Hood ridings, and the antics of Lords of 

Misrule at Christmas. The saint's plays, on the other hand, 

appear to have been produced sporadically rather than on a 

regular basis, and to have been in the hands of religious 

or private groups rather than town corporations. Thus they 

did not arouse the kind of stubborn loyalty that caused 

some gilds and corporations doggedly to put forth their 

Corpus Christi pageants despite official disapproval. 

Devoted as the people were to their cycles, however, these 

civic productions were suppressed permanently during the 

first half of Queen Elizabeth's reign, and the scriptural 

cycle in England died out as a dramatic genre. With the 

saint's drama, the story is somewhat different, for al

though it appears to have folded like a delicate blossom at 

the first frost, it actually proved hardier than the 

scriptural cycles, managed to live through the Renaissance, 

though in a diminished form, and has even enjoyed a degree 

of popularity in the twentieth century. 

The saint's play survived because it was more 

easily adapted to new tastes, offered a wealth of plots and 

characters, and could be shaped for performances of an hour 

or two instead of day-long productions. Its form and 
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content were affected not only by the Reformation but also 

by the revival of the Roman drama of Seneca, Terence, and 

Plautus. The plays to be discussed in this chapter, 

therefore, are no longer medieval; they have suffered a sea 

change. While Gardiner argues that it was the pressure of 

Protestantism, even in Catholic countries, that brought the 

religious drama into disrepute (pp. 94-112), it is also 

true that the revival of classical learning by presenting 

models of very attractive secular plays and by offering a 

new set of "rules" for playwrights, hastened the demise of 

the old drama. 

The religious drama of all Western Europe at the 

close of the Middle Ages was running on a collision course 

with Renaissance classicism. In the sixteenth century, 

education meant classical studies, and the classically 

educated, both Protestant and Catholic, could not fail to 

see the difference between the traditional religious drama 

and the Roman comedies that were produced at Court and in 

the schools. In Italy, where the Reformation represented 

no threat to the Catholic drama, the sacre rappresentazioni 

of Florence had run their course by 1550, although the 

sumptuous shows were produced occasionally long after that, 

2 especially in order to impress visiting dignitaries. As 

Gardiner (p. 107) points out, the great noblemen who had 

2. D'Ancona, Origini, 1:331. 
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formerly supported the lavish plays in Florence now were 

turning to "the glamor of the Renaissance." The old 

religious drama in France was officially terminated by an 

act of Parliament of 1548 prohibiting mysteres sacres. 

although in some areas the old saint's plays continued to 

3 be produced as "tragedies" with little change in content. 

The Germans shelved their medieval religious plays somewhat 

earlier in favor of didactic Protestant plays, usually on 

Old Testament themes. 

Only in Spain, least touched by the Reformation, 

did the popular religious drama flourish throughout the 

Renaissance and continue into the eighteenth century, 

absorbing lessons from classicism but preserving its devo

tion to saints, legend, and miracles. Gardiner (p. 112) 

presents the development in Spain as an indication of what 

might have happened in all of Europe but for the Reforma

tion. Though there is little to be gained by speculation 

about what might have been, it should perhaps be pointed 

out that the development of Spanish drama was late, com

pared with that of the rest of Western Europe. France had 

an advanced vernacular drama in the thirteenth century, 

while in Spain Corpus Christi plays and saint's plays did 

not begin until the early sixteenth century and had their 

greatest era in the seventeenth. The Spanish and Catalan 

3. Frank, The Medieval French Drama, p. 270. 



341 

plays used in this study for purposes of comparison date 

mostly from the sixteenth century, but in respect of 

dramatic conventions, structure, and content they are 

wholly medieval. When Spain was launching on its greatest 

development in religious drama, the rest of Europe, having 

long since reached and passed this point, was ready to turn 

to something new. 

What European saint's plays might have been if the 

Reformation had not occurred is perhaps best suggested by 

the neo-Latin Jesuit plays of the late sixteenth and the 

seventeenth centuries. These plays, written and acted by 

Jesuits and their pupils, have ties with the medieval drama 

but take their form from classical drama and their interest 

in history from the preoccupations of the Renaissance. The 

Latin drama of the English universities also made its 

contribution to the Renaissance saint's drama. Without 

the neo-Latin drama, both Catholic and Protestant, it would 

be a tenuous exercise indeed to establish the continuity of 

the saint's play from the Middle Ages into the Renaissance. 

The following pages will consider the English 

saint's play as it was modified to meet the tastes of the 

Renaissance and the contrary winds of religious strife. 

Sixteenth-century interludes in which saints figure are 

polemical or doctrinaire and, with one exception, dissemi

nate the Protestant point of view. The best neo-Latin 

drama subordinates religious proselytizing to the artistic 
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requirements of tragedy and, like the Elizabethan history 

play, seeks in the past lessons for the present. Saints 

that appear on the English stage in the seventeenth 

century, on the other hand, seem to have been chosen for 

treatment because of their miraculous, sensational, or folk— 

loric appeal. 

1. Saints in Moral Interludes 

It is no accident that John the Baptist figures 

prominently in Reformation plays about saints. His simple 

fervor and his appeal to the people to abandon the empty 

forms of religion in favor of a personal relationship with 

Christ made him a favorite hero of religious reformers. 

John Bale, Cromwell's chief propagandist in the dramatic 

field, presents John as the ideal Christian, while he 

obviously intends the Pharisees and Sadducees who opposed 

John to be taken as representing the vested interests of 

the Roman church. John the Baptist had of course appeared 

in the English scriptural cycles. The miraculous concep

tion of his mother Elizabeth in her old age parallels the 

conception of Christ by the Virgin Mary, and the Visit to 

Elizabeth was a feature of the earliest Annunciation plays. 

John's baptism of Christ is also dramatized in the 

scriptural cycles because it marks the beginning of Christ's 

ministry. 
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John Bale, who was Bishop of Ossory, with Crom

well's encouragement and patronage wrote a number of plays 

by means of which he hoped to Protestantize the old reli

gious drama. In addition to King John, his best-known 

play, he was the author of God's Promises. The Temptation 

in the Wilderness, and lost dramas on the Raising of 

Lazarus and Simon the Leper. Bale's play on John the 

Baptist, written in 1538 and entitled Johan Baptystes 

4 preachynqe in the wyldernesse. is referred to by the 

author as "a brief Comedy or Enterlude" (p. 150). Bale, 

who led a troupe of players, wrote a part for himself as 

"Baleus Prolocutor" in which he explains to the spectators 

that they will hear John preach and see Christ baptized. 

The interlude in fact does fall into two episodes. John in 

the opening action is shown preaching Christ's coming to 

the common folk and then to the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

The concluding action presents his baptism of Jesus, with 

the descent of the Holy Spirit and a speech by the Pater 

Coelestis. 

Bale was a dramatist of considerable skill and does 

not clog the action with excessively long speeches and 

preaching; rather, as in the old drama, he exemplifies the 

points he wishes to make in neat parallel actions. John 

preaches to a soldier, a publican, and a character called 

4. John S. Farmer, ed., The Dramatic Writings of 
John Bale (London, 1907; facsimile ed., 1966). 



344 

Turba Vulgorum who represents the common people. Although 

Turba Vulgorum is the only allegorically named character, 

each of the individuals to whom John preaches is seen as 

representing his whole class of society. John's first 

listeners express joy and wonder when they hear the news of 

the Messiah, whose coming will usher in an age when the 

simple and ignorant will be more important than the learned 

and powerful. All three repent their sins and are baptized. 

In the polemic section which follows, John tells the proud 

Pharisee and Sadducee that they must abandon their sects 

and follow Christ. When they insist upon their righteous

ness, he accuses them of being hypocrites, who have only 

outward works to show but emptiness in their spirits; God, 

who pardons penitent sinners, will not pardon "resistance 

against the plain truth" (p. 139). 

The chief difference between the baptism episode 

and representations of the same scene in the older drama 

is that God is not presented in person, rather a stage 

direction says, "Vox Patris de coelo audietur" (p. 147). 

The representation of God was apparently beginning to be 

frowned on as an encouragement to ignorant anthropomorphism. 

In his epilogue Baleus Prolocutor drives home the 

Protestant message, enjoining the audience as follows: 

Give ear unto Christ; let men's vain fantasies go, 
As the Father bade by his most high commandment; 
Hear neither Francis, Benedict, nor Bruno, 
Albert, nor Dominic, for they new rulers invent; 
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Believe neither Pope, nor priest of his consent; 
Follow Christ's Gospel, and therin fructify 
To the praise of God, and his son Jesus glory. 

(p. 149) 

The anonymous interlude of Johan the Euanqelyst. a 

Catholic play, was printed in an undated quarto by John 

Waley, who was in business from 1546 to 1586. Greg, edit

ing the text for the Malone Society, expresses the belief 

that the piece might have been written before 1557 because 

Waley did not enter it in the Stationers* Register (pp. v-

vi). He also points to a tantalizing record from the 

accounts of an Oxford bookseller for November 8, 1520, that 

notes the sale for one penny of "1 saint jon euuangeliste 

en trelute [i.e., interlude!" (p. vi.). Whether the quarto 

represents a version of the earlier play is a question not 

likely to be answered. 

In its doctrine, Johan the Euangelyst is completely 

medieval, and sections of it, as Brooke points out, are 
g 

reminiscent of Piers Plowman. There are two preachers, 

St. John and a more mystically oriented character called 

Irisdision, the significance of whose name has been the 

5. Malone Society Reprints, ed. W. W. Greg 
(London, 1907). 

6. C. F. Tucker Brooke, The Tudor Drama (1911, 
repr. London and Hamden, Conn., 1964), p. 106. 
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7 topic of some discussion. These virtuous characters are 

balanced by two vices, Idleness and Evil Counsel, while in 

the middle ground between good and bad stand Eugenio, the 

average thoughtless youth of the moral stage, and Actio, 

apparently representing the clerical author's disapproving 

view of the active life. 

Irisdision presents a lengthy sermon interlarded 

with Latin from the Vulgate and is engaged in dialogue by 

Eugenio, who calls him a fool that "Clappest euer in 

diuinite" (A2v) and later accuses him of Lollardry (a term 

which seems anachronistic for the mid-sixteenth century). 

Irisdision in mystical terms extols the contemplative life 

which "rauysshet the soule in to a blessed deserte" (A2). 

He describes to Eugenio the high city of Jerusalem, walled 

with precious stones, and the perilous journey there 

through the "mede of Makenesse" and the "path of pacyence" 

(A3). Irisdision fears, however, that Eugenio is on the 

pathway to Babylon. 

When the two part, Eugenio has a soliloquy in which 

he says he would rather find "some fayre wenche to lye in 

myne armes" (Bl) than listen to more sermons. Upon his 

exit, St. John the Evangelist enters, delivering a sermon 

directly to the audience with more practical advice than 

7. W. H. Williams, "'Irisdision' in the Interlude 
of Johan the Evanqelyst." MLR 3 (1907-8):369—71j Henry 
Bradley, "Textual Notes on the Interlude of Johan the 
Evanqelyst," MLR 2 (1907):350-2. 
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Irisdision offered, especially against covetousness. 

Eugenio and Actio then take the stage to discuss and reject 

the idea of becoming pious. They are followed by the two 

vices, who appear only once in the play and have no 

apparent connection with the two sinners whom one would 

suppose they ought to be leading astray. Rather they crack 

jokes, quarrel, clown about briefly, and leave the stage 

for good. St. John returns for another lengthy sermon that 

ends with a warning about hell and judgment and has the 

desired effect of converting Eugenio and Actio. The 

audience is exhorted by the saint to abide by the laws of 

the church and remember that "mennes lawes are woode" (C4). 

This curious play has been described by Bevington 

as "no more than an artificial excuse for a series of 
g 

devotional messages." St. John has little to do beyond 

delivering sermons; he is merely a preacher to whom a 

saint's name has been given. The Catholic nature of the 

doctrine of Irisdision suggests that the piece was printed 

if not written during the reign of Queen Mary. The title 

page carries a woodcut of a haloed saint within an orna

mental border that bears the legend "aue: mar"—another 

indication of Catholic auspices. 

8. David M. Bevington, From Mankind to Marlowe 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1962), p. 57. 
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To make the confusion complete, although St. John 

in his first speech correctly identifies himself as the 

Evangelist who was present at the Crucifixion, his final 

speech sounds like what one would expect to hear from St. 

John the Baptist, for he refers to the Pharisee and the 

publican as examples of self-love and humility. It would 

seem that someone with no idea of how to write a play (there 

are, for instance, no stage directions) undertood to reno

vate an old one or perhaps simply to dramatize some 

homiletic material. 

The Life and Repentance of Mary Magdalene, written 

by the "learned clarke" Lewis Wager and printed in 1567 by 
g 

John Charlwood is a more spirited and actable play than 

the two just discussed but suffers from the malady of the 

times—the tendency to sermonize almost ad infinitum. 

Though Wager was an Anglican cleric, his treatment of Mary 

Magdalene's sin and conversion elaborates upon but does 

not essentially alter the traditional legends first drama

tized in the Carmina Burana and beloved of medieval 

audiences. To adapt the play for the audience for which 

the Digby Mary Magdalene was written, the chief alteration 

needed would be excision of the final sermon, which goes to 

great lengths to explain that Mary was saved by grace 

9. Tudor Facsimile Texts (1908). 
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through faith arid not, absolutely not, by love or any 

merits of her own. 

Gerould (p. 307) finds that Wager's play does not 

follow the legend of Mary Magdalene developed in the 

Middle Ages but is based upon Scripture (with of course the 

addition of allegorical figures in the morality tradition). 

This is not the whole story, however, for without the 

legendary material Wager would have had no play. The tradi

tion of Mary Magdalene in qaudio is nonscriptural and owes 

most of its development to the expansion of legend by 

medieval dramatists, as we have seen in connection with the 

Digby Mary Magdalene. 

The first part of Wager's play is quite similar to 

the Digby play, dramatizing the seduction of the young and 

beautiful heiress by the Deadly Sins (represented by Pride 

of Life, Carnal Concupiscence, and Cupidity) at the instiga

tion of the World, the Flesh, and the Devil (all rolled 

into one vice called Infidelity). Mary's fatal interest 

in fine clothes is emphasized, just as it was in Jean 

Michel's Passion play, but the heroine, instead of being 

represented as a noble and courtly lady of France, is now 

a typical well-to-do English girl. She makes her entrance 

as a spoiled young thing, complaining about the ill-fitting 

gown her tailor has made for her. Infidelity, by striking 

up a conversation with her about clothes and paying her 

compliments, has little difficulty in leading her astray. 
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Mary's family does not appear in the play, possibly 

because it was written for a limited cast. She says that 

her parents have died and have left their property to be 

divided among their three children. Lazarus and Martha are 

not named. The castle of the medieval legend, however, is 

stressed: the Vice reminds Mary that, as owner of the 

"whole castel of Magdalene, with the purtenance" <B2), she 

can well afford to indulge in worldly pleasures. 

The temptation of Mary Magdalene is carried out 

with more subtlety and considerably more vulgarity than in 

the earlier drama, but the manner is not essentially dif

ferent. The three Deadly Sins plot with Infidelity to 

achieve the seduction, inventing virtuous names for them

selves. As in the medieval plays, Mary goes to Jerusalem 

to embark on her life of sin. An episode intervenes in 

which Simon the Pharisee discusses with Malicious Judgment 

(another Vice) the dangerous doctrines being preached by 

Jesus. With the approval of the Vice, Simon decides to 

invite Christ to dine at his house, "His doctrine and 

miracles wisely to prove" (Dl). Mary's fall has presumably 

occurred in the interval, for she reveals with gusto when 

she next meets Infidelity that she has succumbed to the 

charms of a man with a flaxen beard whom she found in her 

bed. Infidelity assumes that she took money from her 

lover, nor is the suggestion denied by the girl, who has 

coarsened so rapidly that she now claps Infidelity on the 
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back and calls him "horeson." Although there is more 

development and detail in Wager's version of Mary's fall 

than in the medieval plays about this heroine, there is 

not much more locfic. The author, by starting Mary on a 

prostitute's career, makes quite sure the audience thinks 

of her as a lost soul. 

Instead of a good angel, the agency that brings 

Mary to examine her conscience is an abstraction called The 

Law, who preaches a long sermon on hell-fire. To his 

promptings are added the exhortations of another personifi

cation, Knowledge of Sin. Mary at first sees no point in 

reforming, since The Law has already condemned her, but she 

is assured that the Messiah can save her. Christ then 

appears and preaches to Mary (another element of the story 

that is not in Scripture) and expels the devils (repre

sented by Infidelity). A stage direction reads: 

"Infidelitie runneth away. Mary falleth flat downe" (F3v). 

Devils off-stage are instructed: "Cry all thus without the 

doore. and roare terribly" (F4). In a long scene with 

Christ and two allegorical figures, Faith and Repentance, 

Mary Magdalene learns the way to God's grace. 

The traditional scene at Simon's house in which 

Mary anoints Christ's feet is cluttered by the presence of 

Infidelity and Malicious Judgment, who interrogate Christ 

about his purpose, chatter between themselves, and generally 

obfuscate the action. Meantime Mary enters, creeps under 
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the table, and performs her ritual of love and penitence. 

The overlong episode concludes with a doctrinal explanation 

by two new personifications, Justification and Love, to the 

effect that Mary won Christ's pardon not by love but by her 

faith, which started her on the path of grace and justifi

cation. 

Bevington believes that Wager made an important 

contribution to dramatic structure by dividing the play 

"not simply into alternating scenes of serious and comic, 

but into alternating scenes of the historical and the 

abstract" (p. 172). He finds that the abstract characters 

are emphasized in the nonscriptural scenes, but that 

"except for Infidelity the Vice and Malicious Judgment, no 

allegorized personifications take part in the two central 

Biblical episodes." One of the episodes Bevington terms 

biblical is the scene of Simon the Pharisee with Malicious 

Judgment and Infidelity, an encounter that has no scriptural 

basis; the other is the dinner in Simon's house, where the 

Gospel account is so buried in amplification and innuendoes 

by the vices that it can hardly be termed canonical. 

The most attractive part of Wager's play is the 

temptation scene, the success of which is due not to any 

innovation of his own but to the use of traditional material 

developed by medieval playwrights. Had Wager also followed 

medieval guidelines in the conversion scene, making it 

short, scriptural, and lyrically intense instead of 
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long-winded and doctrinaire, he would have written a better 

play. 

2. The Neo-Latin Saint's Play 

To turn from the crudities of Bale and the slap-

and-tickle Vice comedy of Wager to Nicholas Grimald's 

impressive Latin tragedy on John the Baptist, Archi-

propheta.^ is to move from the market-square to the 

humanist's study. Written in 1546, fifteen years before 

Gorboduc was first staged, Archipropheta. had it been 

written in the vernacular, would have deserved acclaim as 

the first classically-inspired English tragedy. Grimald 

wrote it in Latin to demonstrate his literary ability when 

applying for admission as a scholar to Christ Church, 

Oxford, where no doubt it was performed."''*'' He was twenty-

seven at the time and had already written seven Latin 

plays, of which only Christus Redivivus. a Resurrection 

drama, has come down to us. 

One of the leading Latin scholars of his time, 

Grimald was not dedicated to strict imitation of Seneca or 

to pedantic application of the principle of the unities. 

In the dedication to Christus Redivivus (pp. 108; 110) he 

10. L. R. Merrill, ed. and tr., The Life and Poems 
of Nicholas Grimald. Yale Studies in English 69 (New Haven, 
1925), pp. 221-327. 

11. Frederick S. Boas, University Drama in the 
Tudor Age (Oxford, 1914, repr. New York, 1966), p. 34. 
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says that he favors a mixture of high and low decorums, and 

of comic with tragic matter; he approves of unity of place 

12 because only one proscenium is required but rejects unity 

of time, citing classical precedent for the lapse of 

several days in the course of a play. 

Although the subject might not suggest it, Archi-

propheta is a more entertaining play than Gorboduc because, 

in addition to the choruses and set speeches that one 

expects in Senecan tragedy, it offers comedy, love interest, 

shrewd character studies, and a wealth of spectacle. 

Discussing Archipropheta and its purpose in a 

dedicatory letter to Dr. Richard Cox, Dean of Christ Church, 

Grimald sounds a Protestant note when he says: 

Here the reader or the spectator will learn true, 
genuine, unfeigned repentance, the way to approach 
Christ, and the lesson the first preacher of the 
Gospel so strongly impressed upon the ears and 
minds of men. (p. 235) 

He also stresses the direct approach to Christ and denounces 

"Hypocrites . . . and how they either dissolutely neglect 

pure religion or attack it hostilely" (p. 235). The word 

"hypocrites" in England during the Reformation is a 

customary Protestant term for Roman Catholics, yet in his 

play Grimald touches but lightly upon polemic themes, 

12. Merrill (p. 109) translates "stage-setting," 
but presumably "stage" is meant: "Loca item, haud usque eo 
discriminari censebat: quin unum in proscenium, facile & 
citra negocium conduci queant." (Grimald attributes his 
statements about the merits of his play to his tutor, John 
Aerius.) 
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principally in the opposition of the Pharisees to John's 

preaching. The dedication offers an excellent description 

of a saint's play, in fact, except for the omission of 

miracles. The spectator will learn, Grimald says: 

of this same man's wonderful birth, of his 
stainless life, of the power of baptism, of his 
zeal in propagating religion, his freedom of 
speech, devotion in prayer, earnest admonitions, 
and of his death at last, worthy of a Christian. 

(p. 235) 

Traces of the medieval saint's drama are not lacking 

in the spirited play that follows. Principally, one notes 

the appearance of Deus (but called Jehovah), who opens the 

play with an announcement that He intends to redeem sinful 

mankind by sending His Son to earth, and that John is to be 

an ambassador to prepare the people for Christ's coming. 

Near the end of the play, after John's death, Jehovah comes 

forward again to make a speech that fulfills the same 

purpose as the ascent of the martyr's soul to Heaven in the 

medieval drama: that is, to impress upon the audience the 

rewards that await the good Christian. Following an emo

tional lament by the Chorus of Herod's men, Jehovah takes 

the stage to say: 

Secus tecum est Iohannes, quam homines putant. 
Occultaui uictum sequitur uictoria.13 

13. P. 346. O John, it is otherwise with thee 
than men think. A hidden victory falls to him who is 
overcome by violence. 
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Classical tradition comes into play, however, when 

the Archprophet is executed by Herod's command. A 

medieval playwright would have enacted the decapitation 

before the audience by the substitution of a dummy for the 

actor, and realistic blood would have flowed. Grimald, 

however, follows classical convention by showing the 

audience not the execution but its results—the head of 

John brought in on a platter by the daughter of Herodias 

(Grimald calls her Tryphera instead of Salome). The poet 

thus gives himself the opportunity to write a full 

report of the decapitation in the most approved Senecan 

style. A Syrian girl who relates the tragedy to John's 

disciples, describes how the sword flashed through John's 

neck, severing head from shoulders, and continues: 

Tremit per antra 
Hie corpus, caput hie. Rubente tabo 
Tota exundat humus.^ 

Humor, mostly of the ironical sort, is supplied by 

a court fool of King Herod, a touch said to have been 

borrowed by Grimald (along with several other ideas) from 

a Latin tragedy on John the Baptist written by Jacob 

15 Schopper and published in Cologne in 1546. 

14. P. 352. A shudder runs through the cavern. 
Here lies the trunk, there the head. All the ground is wet 
with ruddy gore. 

15. Ectrachelisitis. sive Johannes decollatus; see 
Merrill, pp. 224-5. 
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Archipropheta is written in a great variety of 

meters and is far more lyrical than any play of Seneca. In 

addition, Grimald un-Senecally develops the relationship of 

Herod and Herodias into a passionate romantic attachment. 

The romantic theme is so strong in fact that Herodias 

almost rivals John the Baptist as the protagonist of the 

play. One of Herodias' fine scenes is the episode in which 

she and Tryphera adorn themselves for the banquet, the 

mother lavishing advice upon the daughter about how best to 

display her beautiful body so that Herod may be ravished 

by the dance. When her strategy has been successful and 

John is dead, Herodias declares that her heart is swollen 

with shame and guilt for the deed but that love is a mad 

passion. She realizes the people will hate her for John's 

death. However, she is still a queen. 

Scio, acerba me multorum circumstant odia. 
Quid deinde? Oderint me hercle, dum metuant modo, 
Regina si maneo, mea quid interest?!^ 

In her strength and passion Herodias suggests the formidable 

heroines of the eighteenth-century "she tragedies." 

Grimald at this point removes her from the stage, realizing 

no doubt that she might dominate the conclusion of the 

play if given a chance. The remainder is devoted to the 

laments of the people as they hear of John's dreadful fate 

16. P. 348. I know that the fierce hatred of many 
surrounds me I What then? By Hercules, let them hate me so 
long as they fear me! If I remain queen, what care I? 
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and to the self-recrimination of Herod, who like Macbeth 

cannot sleep for thinking of his wickedness. A final 

scene, altogether in the saint's play tradition, in action 

if not in rhetoric, shows the disciples of John burying the 

Archprophet with a series of formal laments, to which a 

chorus of the people antiphonally intones the refrain; 

0 ploranda nimis tempora, tempora. 
0 deflenda nimis funera, funera.l? 

In addition to the two plays of Grimald that have 

survived, a list of his works compiled by his friend John 

Bale includes a tragedy entitled Protomartyr. presumably on 

18 St. Stephen, the first martyr. 

Less entertaining than Grimald*s play but deeper in 

its ethical and political concepts is a Latin tragedy on 

John the Baptist by George Buchanan, the Scottish humanist, 

written in 1539 when he was teaching at the College of 

19 Guienne xn Bordeaux. Baptistes sive Calumnia is much 

17. P. 354. 0 times, times much to be deplored! 
0 death much to be lamented! 

18. Merrill, p. 26. 

19. Citations are to Baptistes. sive Calumnia. 
Traqoedia, auctore Georgio Bvchanano Scoto. Londini Et 
prostant Antuerpiae apud Jacobum Henricum, MDLXXVIII; 
translations provided in footnotes are from Tyrannicall-
Government Anatomized . . . Being The Life and Death of 
John the Baptist (Printed for John Field, London, 1642) , 
ed. J. T. T. Brown, "An English Translation of George 
Buchanan's Baptistes Attributed to John Milton," George 
Buchanan: Glasgow Quatercentenary Studies (Glasgow, 1907). 
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more distant from the medieval saint's play than Grimald's 

tragedy: God does not appear, no decapitated head is dis

played on the stage, there is no comedy, and instead of a 

funeral the conclusion offers a Messenger's report of 

John's end and a mournful finale by the Chorus. 

Like many an Elizabethan history play, Buchanan's 

Baptistes is an exercise on the failure of a king to dis

charge the responsibilities to the people which he holds 

under God. Although, as in Archipropheta. Herodias is 

immediately responsible for the prophet's death, the 

ultimate blame lies with Herod, a tyrant whose kingdom is 

sick, whose advisers are corrupt, and whose wife dominates 

him. 

John's preaching in the first half of the play and 

his discussions with the Pharisees establish the dichotomy 

between the kingdom of the Messiah, whose coming he 

announces, and that of Herod. What is right for the 

kingdom is a consideration only for John. The Queen's 

anger at John's disapproval of her marriage is fanned by 

Malchus the Pharisee for political reasons, so that 

Herodias and ultimately the tyrant himself are mere tools 

of corrupt and unscrupulous advisers. John tells the king 

that monarchs would be best served by advisers who would 

give them honest counsel, rather than by hypocrites who 

always suggest what is pleasant and profitable. 
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Torn between John's high-minded precepts and his 

wife's demands. King Herod delivers a soliloquy not unlike 

that of Shakespeare's Henry V before Agincourt. He com

plains that the people do not realize how difficult a 

king's life is: if he does not silence John he will be 

called weak; if he puts an end to the preacher's career he 

may be blamed: 

Portuna regum quara misera sit, & anxia 
Nec fando poterit explicare oratio, 
Nec cogitando mentis acies assequi. 
Nos esse vulgus liberos solos putat,. 
Solos beatos, quos egestas obsidet, 20 
Formido cruciat, misera seruitus premit. 

When he wrote this play Buchanan was a Catholic 

animated by the reforming zeal of the humanists. He had 

put himself in bad odor with some ecclesiastical authorities 

by attacking friars and scholastic learning but had been no 

more outspoken than many Catholic humanists of his time. 

Not until 1561 when he returned to Scotland did he espouse 

21 the cause of the reformed party. Some ten years after 

Baptistes was written Buchanan, in Portugal to help found a 

college, was tried by the Inquisition, confessed to some 

20. How wretched and how overwhelmed with care 
A king's condition is! No tongue of man 
Or politic oration can express 
Nor any thoughts attain. The vulgar hold 
Us only free and happy, that are vexed 
With terror, and with poverty besieged, 
With miserable servitude opprest. 

(Brown, p. 123) 

21. F. T. Barrett, "George Buchanan," Glasgow 
Quatercentenary Studies. p. 22. 
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doubts about doctrine, and was briefly imprisoned. Among 

other questions, he was asked about his purpose in writing 

Baptistes and replied that he had in mind the fate of Sir 

22 Thomas More. The play thus is doubly a saint's play, 

viewing the fate of a man martyred for political reasons 

allegorically in the story of a scriptural saint. In this 

light Herod may be read as Henry VIII, Herodias as Ann 

Boleyn, and John as More. The concluding words of the 

Nuntius, when he tells the Chorus not to mourn John's 

death, serve nobly as a pronouncement upon the martyrdom of 

a fellow humanist: 

Degeneris miseros exitus si iudices, 
Miseros putabis tot patres sanctos, quibus 
Crux, ensis, vnda, flamma clausit spiritum. 
Nam veritatis qui satelles occidit 
Pro religione, patriisque legibus, 
Omnibus ilium prosequi bonis decet, 23 
Votisque vitae proscere similem exitura. 

Baptistes was presumably performed at the college 

of Guienne, which had a reputation for good Latin drama and 

where, among others, Montaigne was a student. It is con

sidered probable that the John babtiste play acted at 

Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1562-3 was Buchanan's 

22. Brown, pp. 70—1. 

23. If by the several manners of their ends 
You judge men miserable, you will think 
So many holy Fathers to be such, 
Who died by fire or water, sword or cross. 
For him, that died defender of the truth. 
Both for religion and his country's laws. 
In all good things pursuing, we should pray 
And wish to have like end or funeral day. 

(Brown, p. 171) 
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24 tragedy. Although not printed until 1578, Baptistes was 

circulated in manuscript both on the Continent and in 

25 England. The earliest English text of the play appeared 

without Buchanan's name in 1643. Though printed as prose, 

the translation is in blank verse and has been attributed 

26 by some to Milton. 

While in England the appearance of saints in the 

Neo-Latin drama of the universities is rare, on the 

Continent and especially in France a great many saint's 

plays were written by Catholic Latinists and acted at 

schools and colleges. The bulk of them come from Jesuit 

colleges where the production of Latin plays was encouraged 

as valuable training for students and impressive evidence 

for visitors of the quality of Jesuit education. 

To attempt any assessment of the Neo-Latin Jesuit 

drama as it relates to the saint's play in England is 

difficult because of the neglect this drama has suffered 

24. Boas, p. 19. 

25. Bodleian MS Rawlinson 1388-9 includes a 
translation of Baptistes of uncertain date. See Alfred 
Harbage, Annals of English Drama, revised by S. Schoenbaum 
(London, 1964), p. 202; Brown, p. 71. 

26. See Brown, pp. 60-90 for an argument in favor 
of the attribution to Milton; Boas, p. 42, finds the evi
dence insufficient. 



363 

27 until recently. The Jesuit theater for upwards of two 

centuries operated five hundred or more playhouses all over 

28 the Continent, and its printed texts and manuscripts 

repose in countless libraries, largely unedited, sometimes 

not even catalogued. The question of the possible influence 

of the Jesuit drama on English Renaissance plays and play

wrights cannot begin to be discussed in the present state 

of our knowledge. Although the Jesuit plays were not of 

course performed in England, printed texts were available 

to English dramatists, who may have borrowed from them. 

Certainly there was influence in the other direction, for 

some of the Jesuit plays reflect Shakespearian language 

and interpretation. 

A variety of saints appears in the Jesuit drama. 

The relationship of church and state and the heroic stand 

of martyrs against kings, as in Baptistes. provided themes 

for many playwrights. A Jesuit play of 1556 by Holonius, 

for instance, dramatized the story of Bishop Lambert of 

Liittich, who lost his life because he rebuked his king for 

an adulterous relationship. As in the case of John the 

Baptist, it was the woman who intrigued against the saint 

27. See Leicester Bradner, "The Latin Drama of the 
Renaissance (1340-1640)," Studies in the Renaissance. 4 
(1957):31-70, and "Desiderata for the Study of Neo-Latin 
Drama," RORD 4 (1964):17-20. 

28. A. H. McCabe, "The Play-list of the^English 
College of St. Omers {1592-1762)," Revue de Litterature 
Comparee. 17 {1937):255-6. 
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29 and brought about his death. Recent history was treated 

by Roulerius in Stuarta (1593), a play on the execution of 

Mary Queen of Scots which was staged at Douai only six 

30 years after the event. Although the familiar saints of 

medieval drama were not forgotten (the names of St. 

Lawrence, St. Barbara, and others appear in dramatic 

titles), increasing attention was paid to saints and 

martyrs of relatively recent times, such as Thomas a 

Becket, Ignatius Loyola, Francis Xavier, and Sir Thomas 

More. Beginning in the mid-sixteenth century, the Jesuit 

drama continued through the seventeenth century and lasted 

well into the eighteenth. 

The English Jesuit college of St. Omers in France, 

famous for its plays and often visited by traveling English

men, presented a Latin play on the recovery of the True 

31 Cross in 1613, one on the well-loved theme of King Robert 

of Sicily in 1623, and another on the martyrdom of St. 

32 Peter and St. Paul in 1662. Many new and more historical 

subjects also interested the playwrights of St. Omers: a 

play on St. Edward the Confessor and another on St. 

29. Bradner, "Latin Drama," p. 50. 

30. Bradner, "Latin Drama," pp. 5203. 

31. McCabe, p. 359. 

32. McCabe, pp. 359; 371. 
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33 Augustine, the apostle to Britain, were acted in 1653. 

The most famous playwright of St. Omers was Joseph Simons 

(an alias for Emmanuel Lobb}, five of whose plays were 

34 published in 1656. Simons, who taught at the college 

from 1623 to 1631, put on- the stage among other subjects 

35 the martyrdom of the boy St. Vitus under Diocletian. A 

play on the martyrdom of two schoolboys, St. Justus and 

St. Pastor, is found in St. Omers records in a memorial 

written about a boy actor, Edmund Matthew, who died at the 

college and who is remembered as having "acted most 

graciously" the role of St. Pastor. 

English martyrs of the Reformation were put upon 

the stage of the English college in Rome in the first 

decade of the seventeenth century. A manuscript collection 

of Latin plays apparently written and acted there includes 

tragedies on Sir Thomas More, John Fisher, and Thomas a 

37 Becket. 

Titles of Neo-Latin plays by French and German 

Jesuits show a comparable range of subject matter. Senecan 

33. McCabe, p. 369. 

34. Josephi Simonis Angli e Societate Jesu 
Traqoediae Quingue (Leodii, 1656). 

35. McCabe, p. 357. 

36. McCabe, p. 372. 

37. Louis A. Schuster, "Work in Progress," RQRD 6 
(1963):60. 
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influence is pronounced in the use of long set speeches, 

choruses, and reports by messengers, but the classical 

precepts are often liberally interpreted and allegorical 

figures mingle with historical or legendary personages. 

Simons' tragedy of Zeno. sive Ambitio Infelix (1631) on the 

fall of Zeno of Byzantium has a cast of seventeen charac

ters, plus ghosts, schoolboys, pages, angels, and soldiers. 

It includes dancing and songs, three dumbshows, a masque, 

38 and musical interludes between the acts. A play on Henry 

39 VIII by Vernulaeus, a rhetorician of the University of 

Louvain, numbers in its cast, in addition to historical 

personages, Heresy, Lust, Impiety, Tyranny, the Catholic 

Religion, Reason, Piety, and Clemency. A single angel, 

lone survivor of the gracious beings that populated the 

Heavens of medieval drama, appears, not to comfort the 

martyrs but to assure Religion that the King is about to 

die for his crimes against her. 

3. Seventeenth-Century English Plays About Saints 

While the martyrdoms of English saints and heroes 

of Catholicism were being enacted on Continental stages, 

playwrights in England seldom allowed themselves to be 

38. McCabe, p. 366. 

39. Louis A. Schuster, S.M., ed. and tr. , Henry 
VIII: A Neo-Latin Drama by Nicholaus Vernulaeus (Austin, 
1964). 
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tempted by subjects so likely to arouse official suspicion. 

40 The rather innocuous play of Sir Thomas More was appar

ently abandoned by its authors after Edmund Tilney, Master 

of the Revels, censored its most important scenes. Com

posed probably in the 1590s (Greg, p. xix), the play 

exists in a manuscript written by Anthony Munday and con

taining additional scenes and corrections by several other 

hands, one of which is believed to be that of Shakespeare. 

Prudently omitting any appearance on stage of Henry VIII, 

Queen Katherine, or Ann Boleyn, the play centers oh More's 

good services to the state, his kindness, and his wit. 

Nevertheless, it was not acceptable. 

London, however, is not all of England and outside 

the capital in areas where Catholicism was still kept alive 

some of the old plays were privately revived. Testimony 

for the presentation in 1609 of a play on St. Christopher 

appears in Star Chamber proceedings against Sir Richard 

41 Cholmeley's Players, The troupe, Catholic in their 

sympathies, put on a performance during the Christmas 

season in a private home, not only dramatizing the life of 

St. Christopher but following it up with a scene of anti-

Protestant satire. The players claimed in court depositions 

40. The Book of Sir Thomas More, ed. W. W. Greg, 
Malone Society Reprints, 1911. 

41. Charles J. Sisson, "Shakespeare Quartos as 
Prompt-Copies," RES 18 (1942), 135-42; Lost Plays of 
Shakespeare (Cambridge, 1936), p. 4. 
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that they only played from printed books, but of course no 

record of a printed play on St. Christopher survives to 

support their statement. Sisson, who discovered these 

records, believes that the players had one version of the 

play for Catholics and another (without the final episode) 

42 for Protestants. St. Christopher was a beloved and 

legendary saint, not a controversial one, and his adventures 

presumably would have edified all but Puritans. This 

instance of the private performance of a saint's play 

supports the impression one gets from the stubborn 

adherence of the English to their maypoles and St. George 

shows that old customs cannot be suppressed all at once by 

the promulgation of edicts. 

The surviving texts of plays about saints that were 

acted in public theaters in the seventeenth century all 

dramatize the lives of saints who are (like St. Christopher) 

legendary heroes or popular patron saints. St. George, St. 

Patrick, St. Dorothea, and St. Catherine were the protag

onists of plays, two of which are martyrdoms, the other two 

43 romances. The Virgin Martyr, written by Dekker and 

Massinger and acted at the Red Bull probably in 1621, is a 

true saint's play with many resemblances to the old drama, 

42. "Shakespeare Quartos," p. 142. 

43. Fredson Bowers, ed., The Dramatic Works of 
Thomas Dekker (Cambridge, 1958), 3:365-480. 
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but staunch St. Dorothea is somewhat obscured beneath a 

sentimentalism that is occasionally a shade too sweet. 

Dekker and Massinger introduced into the story of 

St. Dorothea's martyrdom a number of new elements. Instead 

of being desired by her tormentor, the governor, Dorothea 

is honorably loved by Antoninus, an admirable young 

general and the governor's son. Theophilus, who jeered 

at Dorothea on her way to execution, is cast as her chief 

persecutor, but the villain who incites him to his 

barbarities is a devil in disguise, Harpax, who at the end 

of the play "sinkes with lightning" (5.2. SD 238). To 

balance Harpax an angel in disguise, appropriately named 

Angelo, attends Dorothea. His true nature is not revealed 

until the saint's martyrdom is at hand. The disguises 

assumed by the angel and the devil seem to result from a 

marriage of the romantic tradition of disguise with the 

morality convention of vices and virtues. 

After Dorothea's martyrdom, Angelo in robe and 

wings delivers fruit and flowers from Paradise to 

Theophilus, thus converting him. The sincerity of his 

conversion is dramatized when he is martyred in the last 

act, amazing the Torturers by his endurance. 

The playwrights make the contrast between saint and 

fallen mankind sharper by supplying Dorothea with two 

knavish servants whose earthy humor and vile view of life 

are in medieval fashion juxtaposed with the pious 
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conversations of Dorothea and Angelo. These two sorry 

specimens, although Dorothea has saved them from the 

gallows, consent to assist in her torture, a development 

more cynical than would have occurred to medieval play

wrights. Some of their dialogue is as crude as anything 

to be found in the old saint's plays: 

Hircius. The first thing i doe lie take her ore 
the lips. 

Spunqius. And I the hips, we may strike any where? 
Harpax. Yes, any where. 
Hircius. Then I know where ile hit her. {4.2. 52-5) 

As Harpax, after giving his instructions, departs, Hircius 

calls after him: "Ile come vpon her with rounce, robble-

hobble, and thwicke thwacke thirley bouncing" (60-1). 

The tyrants are of the same mettle. When the turn 

of Theophilus comes to die, Dioclesian exhorts his men: 

"Bind him I say, / Make every artery and sinew crack" 

(5.2.201-5). By eliminating the Governor's passion for 

Dorothea, the authors deprived themselves of some of the 

more sadistic elements of her torture. Lust, however, has 

its moment on the stage to enthrall the audience. When 

Antoninus falls sick with love, his father has Dorothea 

brought in and urges the pious youth to rape her. 

Antoninus will of course do nothing of the sort. In a 

rage, the Governor summons a slave, promising him freedom 

if he will assault Dorothea. The prentices must have 

cheered when the slave, who turns out to be a Briton, de

claims angrily: 
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And rauish her! is this your manly seruice, 
A Diuell scornes to doo't, tis for a beast, 
A villain, not a man .... (4.1.51-3) 

The true-blue fellow is promptly executed. 

The Virgin Martyr is in many respects an inheritor 

of the saint's-play tradition, shaped by skilful playwrights 

who knew how to adapt an old story to more sophisticated 

tastes. Its understandable deficiency is that despite 

nobility, torture, and glory, the play seems to lack the 

solid support of the faith which should give it meaning. 

St. Dorothea never mentions Christ or his redemption of 

humanity on the cross; even God is usually referred to 

merely as the "power" that guides Dorothea. The play

wrights cannot be blamed for the curiously bland doctrine 

enunciated in The Virgin Martyr. A statute had been 

enacted by Parliament in 1606 "for the preventing and 

avoyding of the greate Abuse of the Holy Name of God in 

44 Stageplayes, Interludes, Maygames, Shewes, and such like.'p 

The legislation imposed a fine of ten pounds, a huge sum at 

the time, on any player who "jestingly or prophanely" 

spoke the name of God, Christ, the Holy Ghost, or the 

Trinity. Although in The Virgin Martyr the use of the 

holy names would have been appropriate, the playwrights 

obviously did not want to take a chance on an unfair 

interpretation of the law. It was safer simply to 

44. E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage (Oxford, 
1923, corr. ed. 1951), 4:338-9. 
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substitute vague references to Heaven, Providence, and the 

like. The scene carrying the most doctrine is Dorothea's 

conversion (or perhaps reconversion is the word) of two 

apostate Christian girls sent to persuade her to worship 

the gods of Rome. Although the saint touches briefly on 

repentance and mercy in this scene, her greatest emphasis 

is on the pains of hell. The message of The Virgin Martyr 

is a Protestant one, but in addition it is deliberately 

muted. 

The Virgin Martyr was revived during the Restora

tion in the winter of 1667-8, and Pepys, who saw it three 

times, wrote: "To the King's House, to see 'The Virgin 

Martyr,1 the first time it hath been acted a great while: 

and it is mighty pleasant; not that the play is worth much, 

but it is finely acted by Becke Marshal. But that which 

did please me beyond anything in the whole world was the 

wind musique when the angel comes down, which is so sweet 

45 that it ravished me." 

St. Dorothea, for all that, had sensitive and 

intelligent interpreters in Dekker and Massinger. St. 

George and St. Patrick fared worse. St. Patrick appears in 

46 a play called The Seven Champions of Christendom. printed 

45. Helen McAfee, Pepys on the Restoration Stage 
(New Haven, 1916), p. 118. 

46. The Seven Champions of Christendom by John 
Kirke, ed., Giles Edwin Dawson, Western Reserve University 
Bulletin, n.s. 32, no. 16 (Cleveland, 1929). 



373 

in 1638 and authored by one John Kirke. The piece is in no 

real sense a saint's play, but it deserves mention to 

illustrate the manner in which St. George, through folk-

plays and pageantry, had become a popular hero. Kirke's 

play dramatizes a romance of the same name that appeared in 

47 1596 and was often reprinted. One hesitates to summon 

from obscurity the details of this foolish play which 

presents the youthful St. George, champion of England, as 

a knight-errant who roams the world saving kingdoms and 

damsels in the company of six other national saints who, 

for the purposes of the play, are viewed as champions of 

their respective lands. The story of St. George, the 

dragon, and the maiden was apparently considered by the 

author to be too well-known to repeat. It is only briefly 

mentioned by a Chorus in a pause between adventures. 

Though his six subordinate saintly champions are knights 

of prowess, it becomes necessary all through the play for 

St. George to rescue them from the toils of pagan kings, 

thus asserting the superiority of England's patron saint. 

The marriage of three of the saints (Anthony, Patrick, and 

Denis) to three princesses concludes the nonsense. 

47. Gerould, pp. 318-9. 
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48 St. Patrick for Ireland was written for the 

Dublin stage by James Shirley, who in his prologue promised 

a second part, although there is no record of a sequel. 

Unlike Kirke, Shirley dramatizes the best-known parts of 

St. Patrick's legend, weaving into it a love story, the 

machinations of a magician called Archimagus, a comic bard, 

an invisibility charm, lovers disguised as pagan idols, and 

many other highly-colored episodes. 

St. Patrick and his priests arrive in Ireland to 

find King Leogarius and his subjects worshipping Jupiter, 

Saturn, and Mars. The play resolves itself into a contest 

between the saint and the magician, the former being 

supported by his "angelic guardian" (named Victor) and 

attendant angels, the latter by two sub-magicians and a 

clutch of evil spirits. The chief villain (as in The 

Virgin Martyr) signals his defeat by "sinking" into hell. 

In the last scene, St. Patrick confronts all the serpents 

of Ireland (sent by the magician to defeat him) and orders 

them into the sea. Although the play is built in a workman

like manner and lipservice is paid to Christianity, of 

which Patrick is the emissary, the impression is of a 

contest between black and white magic. St. Patrick's 

angels might as well be fairies when they descend caroling: 

48. Alexander Dyce, ed., The Dramatic Works and 
Poems of James Shirley (London, 1833, reissue New York, 
1966 J, pp. 363-431. 
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Down from the skies, 
Commanded by the Power that ties 
The world and nature in a chain, 

We come, we come, a glorious train, 
To wait on thee. 

And make thy person danger-free. (5.3. p. 32) 

From the examples presented thus far of how saints 

fared in the seventeenth-century English drama, it seems 

no cause for regret that there are not more of them. A 

play called St. George for England by "Will. Smithe" 

(presumably another chivalric romance interpretation) is 

among the lost dramas, along with what appears to have been 

another saint's play by Shirley entitled St. Albans. The 

spirit of the medieval English saint's drama, as far as it 

survived, is to be sought not in scattered late plays about 

saints but in speeches, actions, and conventions that appear 

in the Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, supplying a 

dimension of tradition and ritual. My next chapter will 

consider the influence of the saint's play on the drama of 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries. 

A final play deserves attention, however, both 

because it is the only saint's play written during the 

Restoration period, and because its subject is the martyrdom 

of St. Catherine. It seems somehow appropriate that the 

earliest known English saint's play, the eleventh-century 

St. Catherine drama of Dunstable, and the last such play 

of the seventeenth century should have the same heroine. 



376 

49 Tyrannic Love or the Royal Martyr was acted by 

His Majesty's Servants at the Theatre Royal in the spring 

of 1669 and printed the following year. In this heroic 

drama Dryden rings the changes on martyrdom, drawing 

parallels between death for God, death for love, and death 

for duty. One is hard put to it to decide which is 

nobler: St. Catherine the Christian martyr or Valeriana 

(acted by Nell Gwynne), who kills herself when the man she 

loves is executed. Also admirable is Queen Berenice, who 

is very nearly a martyr to a more than Roman sense of duty 

towards her depraved and vengeful husband Maximin. Anti

theses abound. Even Maximin, smitten by an inexplicable 

passion for the woman he has condemned to death as a 

Christian, is able to find a neat play on words to express 

his situation: 

Absent, I may her martyrdom decree; 
But one look more will make that martyr me. 

(2.3.) 

Dryden has added dramatic tension to St. Catherine's 

martyrdom by bringing her mother, Felice, into the picture. 

Artful in ways of securing the compliance of his victims, 

Maximin tells Catherine that she can save her mother's 

life only be becoming his queen in place of Berenice (whom 

he has condemned to death). Otherwise both mother and 

49. The Works of John Dryden, ed. Sir Walter 
Scott, rev. ed. George Saintsbury (Edinburgh, 1883), 3: 
369-468. 
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daughter must die on the wheel, whose terrors the tyrant 

describes in excruciating detail. Felice is thus put in 

the position of begging Catherine to save her by accepting 

a murderous brute for a husband, while Catherine, who has 

no hesitation about the right course, is compelled by the 

force of higher logic to refuse. The situation is very 

like that of Measure for Measure when Isabella tells her 

condemned brother Claudio that even to save his life she 

cannot sacrifice herself to Angelo's lust. Dryden takes 

the opportunity to put into Catherine's mouth some fine 

statements about death. 

Catherine's debate with fifty philosophers, one of 

the best-known elements of her story, could not conven

iently be put on stage, but after having defeated all of 

them, Catherine has her final debate with the last and most 

renowned of the pundits in front of the audience. She puts 

him down in only thirty lines of dialoge. 

Many medieval elements that were present in The 

Virgin Martyr are absent from this Restoration play. 

Violence, except for stabbing and swordfights, is banished 

from the stage, and so is comedy. When the wheel is to be 

used, the "scene" opens to reveal it, and to show, no 

doubt with spectacular effect, its destruction by the 

intervention of Catherine's guardian angel, Amariel. The 

beheading of Catherine and Felice is reported by an 

official, who describes how heavenly music (probably the 
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same sort that had ravished Pepys) was heard as Catherine, 

blushing and smiling like a bride, received her deathblow. 

The flock of "astral forms" introduced by Dryden for 

purposes of spectacle have very little to do but perform 

a sort of masque, descending in clouds and singing songs. 

The enchanter who summons them seeks to pervert Catherine 

by causing her to experience sensuous dreams of pleasure. 

The sprites are dispersed by the guardian angel, who 

restores the virgin's dreams to their proper sphere. 

Tyrannic Love offers its audience a spirited saint, 

rather than a merely sweet one. Catherine's speeches are 

reasoned, morally beyond reproach, and occasionally 

passionate, but as the heroine of a saint's play she does 

not convince. If The Virgin Martyr was informed by only a 

minimum of doctrine, Tyrannic Love has none at all. The 

prohibition against taking God's name in vain on stage 

still applied to Dryden, as it had to Dekker and Massinger. 

Dryden, however, seems to go to extraordinary lengths (for 

one so soon to be converted to Catholicism) to avoid even 

hinting to his audience that the faith for which Dorothea 

dies involves a belief in God, Christ, the Resurrection, 

penitence, damnation, and mercy. It is almost as though 

the playwright feared one of these words might explode the 

noble facades of his characters and reveal the artificiality 

of the whole heroic convention. It may be also that Dryden 
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feared the anti-Catholic temper of the times might mis

interpret as papistical doctrine statements that would 

have been recognized as thoroughly Protestant in any con

text except that of a play about a saint. Dorothy generally 

uses the word "heaven" when (presumably) referring to the 

deity, and her angel speaks the same way. 

In the medieval saint's play conversions are made 

by the presentation of Christian belief. Mary Magdalene 

in the Digby play converts the King of Marseilles only 

after teaching him the doctrine he requires for salvation. 

(A miracle of course assists her.) In The Virgin Martyr 

conversion of the apostates is accomplished by a heavy 

stress upon judgment and punishment. Dryden, who has 

moved much farther from the traditions of the saint's drama 

than Dekker and Massinger, has Catherine convert the chief 

philosopher by a demonstration of the superiority of 

Christian ethics. The word "virtue" is spoken again and 

again, but the cross does not come into the discussion. 

One is not at all sure what the philosopher has been 

converted to, although he seems very happy about it. For 

that matter, the saint herself seems to deserve her martyr's 

crown more for her high principles than for her faith. 



XII 

INFLUENCES OF THE SAINT'S PLAY ON ENGLISH 
RENAISSANCE DRAMA 

The medieval saint's play in many ways and on many 

levels contributed to the phenomenon of the English 

Renaissance drama. Sometimes the influence of the saint's 

drama manifests itself very clearly in details of structure 

or in the dramatic conventions used by English playwrights; 

often, however, it is by motifs, tones, and attitudes that 

the saint's drama subtly makes its presence known in the 

background of a Renaissance play. In the work of some 

playwrights, Shakespeare foremost among them, the doctrinal 

message that informed the saint's play still lives, al

though it has been secularized, and many dramatists used 

the conventions or motifs without religious implications. 

The medieval saint's drama of England may be com

pared to a broken stained-glass window, its scattered 

pieces piously preserved in a hundred homes: in one a 

fragment of a haloed head, in another a bit of blue glass 

that might have been part of the Virgin's shawl. But in 

the course of time the associations are forgotten and the 

glass is kept because it is something old and pretty. So 

in the English Renaissance drama the motifs and conventions 

380 
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of the medieval saint's play were retained and put to 

different uses. 

The contribution of the medieval drama to the 

Elizabethan and Jacobean drama no longer needs to be 

argued. Had there been no strong popular dramatic tradi

tion, Shakespeare and Marlowe would not have written the 

plays they did. But when the question of influence is 

narrowed from medieval drama in general to the saint's 

play, it becomes necessary to try to establish as precisely 

as possible the elements that differentiate saint's plays 

from scriptural cycles. Although the two genres overlap 

in many areas, distinctions can be made. I shall discuss 

these differences in terms of techniques, motifs, and 

doctrine. In connection with each a few Renaissance plays 

will be mentioned in which elements from the saint's drama 

appear to be opeerative. No attempt will be made to cover 

the whole range of English Renaissance drama, but the 

reader who has come this far will perhaps wish to make his 

own applications. 

When the popular drama of England turned from 

sacred themes to the dramatization of history, romances, 

and events of contemporary life, the saint's play provided 

a useful model. The scriptural cycle, with its tremendous 

length and its set manner of presenting a series of 

vignettes centered around the Passion, did not offer a 
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structural pattern that could be applied to any other kind 

of play. The morality similarly had but one kind of plot: 

temptation, fall, and redemption. The saint's drama, on 

the other hand, put into dramatic form a variety of 

legendary, biographical, and fictional material. It dealt 

often with a saint's life from childhood to maturity and 

had established conventions for the selection of key 

incidents over a span of years and for the management of 

time and place. 

The Elizabethan history play has often been termed 

"episodic" because, instead of singling out a crucial point 

in the hero's life and building a play around it, 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries preferred to dramatize 

whole chronicles full of crucial events. They rejected the 

classical "last day" convention in favor of "ab ovo" devel

opment. The authors of medieval saint's plays thought 

much the same way; they frequently began before the birth 

of the protagonist and concluded after his death. 

Marlowe's Edward IX covers a time-span of twenty-

three years, not by compressing the events within this 

period but by selecting incidents from Holinshed that 

bear directly upon Edward's tragedy. The passage of time 

in Edward II is generally indicated not by direct statement 

but in speeches occurring early in a scene that summarize 

events that have taken place since the previous scene. 

Towards the end of the play Edward refers to himself as 
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"old Edward" (5.3.23). Shakespeare in The Winter's Tale 

uses a different technique to get past a block of time he 

does not wish to dramatize: the choral character Time 

himself is introduced to explain genially that sixteen 

years have passed during which the infant Perdita has 

grown to young womanhood. 

The flouting of classical precept on unity of time 

did not come from ignorance, for the Renaissance dramatists 

were schooled in Latin and in admiration for the Latin 

drama; rather, it suggests the strength of the native 

dramatic tradition and in particular of the saint's play. 

The scriptural cycles dramatized all of time from Creation 

to Doomsday, basing the selection of incidents upon a 

traditional typological view of sacred history. The time 

that the cycles are concerned with is sacred time, rather 

than chronology relative to the life of an individual. 

Correspondingly, in the moralities, although time may run 

from a man's birth to his death, that man is all mankind 

and the incidents selected for dramatization are chosen 

only to illustrate temptation, struggle, fall, and redemp

tion. Only the medieval saint's drama is concerned with 

chronology in the life of an individual. 

Just as they reject unity of time, the great 

majority of English playwrights also reject unity of place 

in favor of complete freedom to locate a scene wherever 

fancy or the source suggest it should take place. In this 
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instance the tradition that worked against classical 

precept must be attributed to the saint's drama, for of all 

the medieval drama only the saint's play requires frequent 

journeys and voyages. In a scriptural cycle Jerusalem with 

its various locations is the center of a large part of the 

action, but there is little movement from country to 

country. Just as time is sacred time, so place is in the 

hearts of Christians everywhere. The morality of course 

offers merely symbolic locations with no reference to 

geography. 

The saints of the medieval drama, however, were 

travelers, and their journeys from one land to another on 

foot, on horseback, or on shipboard provided in a very 

literal way the transitions between episodes. (The Latin 

verb transire is often used in stage directions for journeys 

through the Place from one scaffold to another.) On the 

Elizabethan stage the transitions had to be made by means 

of language. Thus to introduce a scene in a forest Marston 

in The Malcontent (3.4) brings characters on stage talking 

about the progress of the hunt, whereas a saint's play 

would have presented the hunt in the Place (as must have 

been done in the lost play of Placidas alias Eustas ). In 

the same way, although marine scenes no longer were 

staged with ships on wheels like the one in which St. 

Meriasek crossed the English channel, the necessary ship 

was created with words and with a bustle of nautical 
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activity. In 2 Henry VI the first speech of the Lieutenant 

at the start of Act 4 tells the audience that "our pinnace" 

is anchored in the Downs. A shipboard scene in Heywood and 

Massinger's Fortune By Land and Sea recalls the ship episode 

of Mary Magdalene. The ubiquitous Boy takes a prominent 

part and even climbs to the "main-top" to cry: "A sail!" 

Although the conventions of a literal ship and a ship 

created by language may appear far apart, there is actually 

but one step between them. To have adopted the centralized 

location required by classical drama, on the other hand, 

would have forced both playwrights and audiences completely 

to reshape their ideas of what a play is supposed to be. 

Freedom both in time and space is a legacy of the 

medieval saint's drama to the later English playwrights. 

Romantic plays of far-ranging saints lie in the near 

background of plays like Clyomon and Clamydes that send 

their heroes over land and sea to involve them in adventures 

that eventually lead each each to his true love. Such 

plays of course put into dramatic form material from 

narrative romances, not from the legends of the saints, but 

it was apparently from the saint's drama that the theatri

cal conventions for handling geography and elapsed time 

were transmitted. Beaumont's parody of the genre in The 

Knight of the Burning Pestle bears witness to the popularity 

of plays such as Mucedorus and Heywood's The Four Prentices 

of London, in which the conventions of the saint's play 
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contribute to the impression of marvels and far-wandering 

1 romance. 

Another element of the medieval saint's play which 

the English Renaissance theater enthusiastically preserved 

is the presentation of violence on stage. The scriptural 

cycles, to be sure, enact the Crucifixion down to the last 

grim detail and also present bloodshed in the traditional 

enactment of The Slaughter of the Innocents. 

The saint's drama, however, may be said to 

specialize in torture, presenting almost every agonizing 

method of inflicting pain that has occurred to the sadistic 

mind from boiling oil to red-hot gridirons. In addition, 

not limited like the scriptural cycles to the use of 

violence only in certain episodes, the saint's play drama

tizes storms at sea, terrible battles that leave the Place 

littered with dead, dragons devouring people, robbers 

murdering innocent wayfarers, and babies pushed into wells. 

The tradition in favor of presenting such awful events on 

stage with realistic blood, groans, and shrieks proved to 

be stronger in England than classical precedent that sub

stituted for horrors the purely rhetorical violence of 

messengers1 reports. Reinforcing the tradition of course 

was the real-life practice of public executions, in which 

the condemned were often hanged, drawn, and quartered in 

1. See Doran, pp. 103-4. 
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view of thousands and bits of their flesh later handed 

around as souvenirs. Examples of horrors from the Eliza

bethan and Jacobean drama are scarcely needed. One thinks 

of Hieronimo biting out his tongue in The Spanish Tragedy. 

Woodstock struggling and kicking as his murderers press a 

feather-bed on him (in the anonymous play, Woodstock). the 

blinding of Gloucester, MacDuff coming onstage with 

Macbeth's head, and countless battles, alarums, and 

excursions. 

The mixture of comic and serious modes is an element 

that comes to the English Renaissance stage from both the 

scriptural cycle and the saint's play. In the cycles, 

certain characters were traditionally left open to comic 

interpretation; as Noah's wife is the typical shrew, Joseph 

is the old husband of a young wife, and the shepherds of 

the Nativity plays purvey satire against the rich. In 

addition, almost any servant (Cain's "boy," for instance) 

could be a comic figure. The saint's drama, having no 

standard plot, introduces comedy in a wider area. In 

addition to comic boys and messengers, comedy may claim 

doctors, lawyers, magicians, stablemen, sailors, masons, 

beggars, merchants, schoolmasters, or almost anyone except 

the nobility and the pious central characters. If more 

examples of English saint's plays were extant, it seems 

likely that some might include the typical clown of the 

fifteenth-century French saint's play who has little or 
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nothing to do with the main action but is frankly presented 

for comic relief, often as a Rusticus or country bumpkin. 

While the avenues through which conventions of comedy 

reached the Elizabethan drama were so many that the saint's 

drama must be thought of only as one of them, the tradition 

of placing comic and serious matter side-by-side is purely 

medieval. An early play in which this convention operates 

is the interlude of Horestes which endeavors to tell a 

tragic classical story but interlards the serious matter 

with slapstick comedy. The scene of the two comic soldiers 

Haltersyke and Hempstring is in tone quite close to the 

soldier comedy in Saint Meriasek. Another example is 

Thomas Preston's tragedy Cambises, in which the murder of 

Smirdis is followed by the rustic-comedy scene of Hob and 

Lob. 

Motifs used in the medieval saint's drama abound in 

Elizabethan and Jacobean plays, especially those written 

for the public theaters. Since the same motifs occur in 

nondramatic literature, especially romances, it would be 

misleading to suggest that a given motif derived from an 

extant saint's play or a conjectural lost one. Frequently 

the action or attitude that strikes the reader as similar 

to something recalled in the saint's drama is present in 

the playwright's source, which in turn may be based on 

remoter sources, possibly leading back to a saint's legend 

or play. 
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One may profitably ask, however, why a playwright 

chose to dramatize a legend rich in motifs from the old 

drama, or why he introduced a saint's-play motif into, for 

instance, a history play or comedy. The answer perhaps is 

that the spirit of the saint's drama was still alive and 

that its themes belonged to the fund of common ideas and 

experience with which both dramatists and audiences 

approached a play. The motifs of saint's drama may 

illuminate the whole meaning of a play, or they may be used 

simply as useful explanations or short-cuts. Pericles is a 

play which is informed from start to finish by the spirit 

of the romantic saint's play, as a number of modern critics 

2 have pointed out. As You Like It uses a saint's-play 

motif simply as an acceptable way of explaining illogical 

action. The wicked Duke Frederick, marching at the head of 

troops to apprehend and kill his brother, experiences an 

incredible change of heart. Jaques de Boys explains: 

And to the skirts of this wild wood he came, 
Where meeting with an old religious man, 
After some questions with him, was converted 
Both from his enterprise and from the world. 

(5.4. 165-8) 

Such swift conversions occur often in saint's drama, 

usually as the result of miracles. 

2. F. D. Hoeniger, Introduction to Pericles, The 
Arden Shakespeare (London and Cambridge, Mass., 1963), 
lxxxviii-xci; Howard Felperin, "Shakespeare's Miracle Play, 
SQ 18 (1967), pp. 363-74. 
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In the same way that characters may become con

verted instantaneously, so they may surrender to sin with 

no apparent motivation. The heroine of Heywood's A Woman 

Killed with Kindness falls into adultery with extra

ordinarily little persuasion from her lover, just as Mary 

Magdalene in the Digby play consents without hesitation to 

go off with her gallant. Shades of Mary Magdalene, Thais, 

Mary of Egype, and other shameless women who became holy 

can be seen in Bellafront, the heroine of Dekker's The 

Honest Whore. The agent of her conversion is neither 

saint nor hermit but a pious young man, a good angel in 

doublet and hose. 

The mystique surrounding chastity in the drama of 

Shakespeare and his fellow-dramatists is related to the 

careers of the virgin martyrs. Davenport's King John and 

Matilda presents, though not in religious terms, the 

martyrdom of a virgin whose stubborn refusal of the King's 

advances leads to her death. The final scene, in which 

Matilda's corpse, miraculously beautiful, is carried in 

procession is in its atmosphere very like the end of a 

saint's play. Even under the most distressing circum

stances—in a brothel or a Sultan's harem—virgins who rely 

upon divine support may preserve their chastity. 

Shakespeare used this motif in Pericles when the staunchly 

virginal Marina routs the whoremasters and bawds that hold 

her captive and converts to virtue the nobleman who expected 
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to take her maidenhead. In the same way Bess in Heywood's 

The Fair Maid of the West, though but a bar-maid, so 

stoutly repulses the advances of a man bent on soiling her 

reputation that she effects a complete change in his 

character. The motif is found in the legend of St. Agatha, 

dramatized in one of the Catalan saint's plays. 

Other medieval romance motifs so well known that 

they have acquired names may have been beloved of English 

audiences through the tradition of the saint's play. The 

theme of the Calumniated Wife, for instance, which was so 

popular in the Miracles de Notre Dame is the basis of 

Cymbeline and, to a degree at least, Much Ado about Nothing. 

In both cases the husband or lover is duped by a wicked 

friend into believing the false accusation, as is the case 

in most of the medieval versions of the legend. In The 

Winter's Tale, however, Leontes is himself responsible for 

the untrue charges against Hermione; therefore he must 

suffer for many years before she is restored to him. The 

return to life of Hermione, which seems almost like a 

miracle, represents a change made by Shakespeare in his 

source, Greene's novel, Pandosto. or the Triumph of Time. 

By rejecting the original ending in which Hermione dies, 

Shakespeare seems to be indicating a preference for the 

traditional ending in which the calumniated wife, after 

many vicissitudes, is returned to her husband. 
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The theme of the Man Tried by Fate is used by 

Shakespeare both in tragedy and dramatic romance. Such 

heroes are usually kings or great men who are generally 

asked by an angel or other celestial being whether they 

would prefer to suffer in this life or in the next and who 

of course choose the first alternative. Pericles is not 

asked this question, but it seems to have been asked and 

answered by the playwright, who chose the old story of 

Apollonius of Tyre to show how a man could lose every

thing—his kingdom, his wife, and his child—and by 

accepting his misfortunes win back at last what he had 

lost. This story is the basic legend of the romance of 

Sir Isumbras. The same motif operates in King Lear. 

Unlike Macbeth, Lear pays for his pride and folly in this 

life and suffers the ritual death of his old self in the 

fury of the storm in Act 3. His physical death in Act 5 

is necessary for the purposes of tragedy but not as an 

atonement for his sins. 

The representation of violent death on Renaissance 

English stages, especially the character of the torturers, 

has a complex history that involves the conventions of 

Senecan tragedy. Senecan horrors are generally inflicted 

by revengers, however, rather than by hired assassins. The 

drama of Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Webster sometimes intro

duces torturers more like the bourreaux of the medieval 

saint's drama. Although they have no personal interest in 
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the atrocities they are ordered to commit, they appear to 

relish their task. The cruelty of Matrevis in Marlowe's 

Edward II is related to the brutal irony of medieval 

torturers. 

George Chapman probably would have indignantly 

denied any influence in his work from what he doubtless 

considered the crude drama of earlier times, yet in Bussy 

d'Ambois he puts the torture conventions of the saint's 

play to work in a situation not only secular but morally 

ambivalent. The play offers a full-fledged torture scene, 

complete with rack and sinister instruments and with over

tones of suffering virtue except that the torturer is a 

jealous husband who rightly suspects his wife of infidelity. 

The conventions of a saint's play are used to impose an 

atmosphere of cruelty and almost of religious awe upon a 

basically sordid domestic situation. 

Even into plays that follow classical tradition in 

reporting scenes of violence there sometimes rises the note 

of sinister glee sounded by the typical medieval torturer. 

The bestial behavior of unregenrate mankind is communicated 

with medieval gusto by Jonson when he describes how the mob 

tore Sejanus limb from limb: 

These mounting at his head, these at his face, 
These digging out his eyes, those with his brain 
Sprinkling themselves, their houses, and their 
friends. (5. 818-20) 
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The conventions surrounding martyrdom established 

by the saint's drama assumed an innocent victim who, 

despite the most cruelly devised torments, would never 

renounce his faith. When instead the victim breaks down 

and submits to the torturer's will, as happens in Samuel 

Daniel's classically-constructed tragedy Philotas, the 

reader is left in doubt as to how he is supposed to view 

the hero. Despite the playwright's denials Philotas 

obviously reflects the fall of Essex in the same way that 

Buchanan's Baptistes allegorizes the fall of Sir Thomas 

More. The final scene of torture at the end (reported by 

an eyewitness) begins like a standard martyrdom with 

superhuman endurance on the part of the protagonist. 

Tradition is flouted, however, when Philotas breaks down 

upon the rack, abjectly confessing his own guilt and 

implicating all his friends in the conspiracy. The con

vention of stoic endurance under torture, no doubt going 

back to the saint's play, is still strong today, but 

modern plays and films, making an allowance to realism, 

only stipulate that the hero shall hold out for a single 

hour, to give his fellow-conspirators time to escape. 

Although the stoicism convention seems to have been operat

ing for many centuries, the saint's-play hero in fact is 

not stoic; his equanimity comes from divine protection that 

eases his pain and often cures his wounds. 
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The message of the saint's drama to erring humanity 

was one of faith, repentance, and forgiveness. Dramatized 

miracles of the Virgin were intended to teach their 

audiences that it is never too late to repent. Plays on 

conversions, such as that of St. Paul, demonstrated that 

the greatest of sinners could become the greatest of 

saints. In dramas representing the lives of saints or the 

deaths of martyrs spectators were presented with types of 

Christ and were urged to imitate them. Hell with its 

bestial demons was usually part of the dramatic microcosm, 

as was Heaven with its melodious angels. It was a drama 

of certainties. 

In the English Renaissance drama, although conven

tions and motifs attendant upon the medieval doctrinal 

message survived, the message itself often becomes blurred, 

lost, or even perverted. Only in Shakespeare does the faith 

associated with the conventions regularly make itself felt, 

sometimes opening vistas that have created "problems" for 

critics. All's Well That Ends Well. Cymbeline. and Measure 

for Measure are all plays that use motifs familiar from the 

saint's drama and which without didacticism teach the same 

lessons of penitence and forgiveness enunciated in medieval 

saint's plays. 

Helena has powers far superior to those of average 

humanity and demonstrates them by healing the king, a motif 
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that goes back not only to Arthurian legend but to the 

miracles of a number of saints who by healing a monarch 

succeed in converting a kingdom to Christianity. Veronica 

and St. Silvester were thus divinely granted the power of 

healing. The same miraculous healing power that Helena 

employs in curing the King of France is effective to cure 

Bertram of the distemper of spirit that has caused him to 

3 reject her as his wife. Robert Grams Hunter points out 

that in this play Helena has the same position that the 

Virgin had in the dramatized miracles; she heals, restores, 

and forgives. At the same time Helena, who of course is a 

normal and beautiful girl, reminds us of the virgins-errant 

of the Miracles de Notre Dame who in their wanderings solve 

the problems of kingdoms, win wars, and convert the wicked. 

Cymbeline is a play that interweaves legendary 

British history with a calumniated-wife story essentially 

from Boccaccio's Decameron. The resemblance between 

Cymbeline and Ostes. Roy d'Espaigne. one of the Miracles de 

Notre Dame, has been noted by Hunter. He argues that 

although Shakespeare has secularized the operation of the 

Christian doctrine of forgiveness in Cymbeline. the play 

"contains a demonstration of the means by which the good

ness of God operates effectually in his human creatures to 

rule them" (p. 183). At the conclusion Iachimo, whose 

3. Shakespeare's Comedy of Forgiveness {New York 
and London, 1965), pp. 129-30. 
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villainy has precipitated Imogen's suffering, is forgiven 

by the heroine's husband, Posthumus, just as the blackest 

criminals were forgiven in the dramatized miracles. 

Posthumus tells him: 

Kneel not to me. 
The power that I have on you is to spare you, 
The malice towards you to forgive you. Live, 
And deal with others better. (5.5. 418-21) 

Measure for Measure, with a novice as its heroine, 

dramatizes a martyrdom theme. Isabella is faced with a 

choice between her chastity (rendered the more significant 

by her religious vocation) and her brother's life. The 

dramatic tension becomes acute when Claudio, who ought to 

accept death for his sister's honor without question, demurs 

and looks for a way out. The tradition of the virgin 

martyr is thus deepened by Shakespeare: Isabella is 

required, not to die as any virgin martyr would gladly do 

under the circumstances, but to force a dear brother to die 

for her. (It has been pointed out that Dryden used the same 

device to heighten the martyrdom in his Tyrannic Love, 

substituting a mother for the brother.) Because Shake

speare's play is a comedy, Claudio suffers only ritual 

death and, as the audience knows, will come forward again 

at the end, not only alive but repentant. In the recon

ciliation presided over by the Duke, Shakespeare deepens 

the doctrinal message of the play by making it clear that 

his heroine is not perfect. The cool and competent manner 
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in which she has endeavored to do what is right lacks the 

dimension of human warmth. The Duke as the agent of 

reconciliation teaches her that forgiveness is as important 

as justice. 

Because repentance and forgiveness cannot function 

as the working out of a tragedy, the doctrine of the 

medieval saint's play that survives in Renaissance English 

drama is more generally to be sought in comedy and dramatic 

romances. The theme of forgiveness that was part and 

parcel of the native dramatic tradition in England was also 

given new force by the reconciliations that are typical in 

Roman comedy. Individual playwrights, however, by the way 

they treat these reconciliations generally inform us 

whether the forgiveness is purely a comic tradition or to 

be seen in a larger frame. Chapman's admission of Gostanzo 

to reconciliation at the end of All Fools appears to be 

merely an acceptance of the needs of youth completely in 

the Roman tradition, while the forgiveness at the denouement 

of The City Madam by Massinger involves real penitence and 

a prospect of reform on the part of Lady Frugal and her 

daughters. 

It was apparent to English playwrights, to whom 

classical theories of tragedy had been transmitted by 

Renaissance humanism, that overt Christianity had no place 

in a tragic denouement. Pathetic tragedy results when 

heroes die like martyred saints, and sentimental tragedy 
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is the product of fifth-act repentance on the part of a 

sinful hero. The aspiration for heaven voiced by some 

heroines of domestic tragedy is far more morally question

able than the repentance of sinners in the dramatized 

miracles, for the penitent of the old drama is usually 

given the opportunity to demonstrate his new piety. 

Heywood, in A Woman Killed with Kindness. allows his 

adulterous heroine to die with the conviction that God has 

forgiven her, although in fact it is only her husband's 

forgiveness that she has secured. The old tradition of 

the miracles of the Virgin seems to lie under the surface 

here, but Heaven is silent. Though Heywood apparently 

wants his audience to feel there is hope for the dying 

sinner, the reader is left with doubts. 

Of the different types of saint's plays, the cate

gory which demonstrated the least strength of survival into 

the Renaissance was the exemplary, as opposed to the 

romantic, type of dramatized miracle. When the convention 

seems to be faintly suggested, as in Heywood's plays of 

repentant women, the overtones are usually ironic rather 

than enlightening. For instance, Chapman in The Blind 

Beggar of Alexandria used, doubtless without realizing it, 

the plot of one of the Miracles de Notre Dame in which a 

Christian repays a sum of money to a Jew from whom he has 

borrowed it only to have the Jew later swear that the debt 

has not been paid. The Virgin's answer to the Christian's 
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prayer for aid resulted in the conversion of the Jew. 

Chapman employs this denial-of-debt motif as one of the 

tricks performed by his amoral beggar, Irus, who thus 

shows the audience how clever and unprincipled he is. 

Since the dramatized miracle received its coup de 

grace at the hands of Christopher Marlowe, it is appropriate 

to conclude this study with Doctor Faustus. The Faust 

story derives directly from the German "Faust Book" which 

4 appeared in an English translation about 1592. Behind 

the Faustbuch in the remoter past lies the medieval legend 

of Theophilus, first dramatized by Rutebeuf in Theophile. 

versions of which were acted throughout Europe. Although 

5 Marlowe's play is often discussed in terms of the morality, 

it is perhaps better seen as a miracle of the Virgin turned 

into tragedy by the fact that she is not invoked. 

Faustus makes the same compact with the devil that 

Theophile does and like Theophile must sign it with his 

blood, but it is symbolic of the difference between the two 

plays that while the French play is staged with Heaven and 

Hell in view of the audience, in Faustus Heaven is invisible 

and the denizens of hell dominate the action. The agony 

with which Faustus cries out to heaven before he is seized 

4. W. W. Greg, ed., Dr. Faustus: 1604-1616 (Oxford, 
1950), pp. 1-14; F. P. Wilson, Marlowe and the Early 
Shakespeare (Oxford, 1953), pp. 69-70. 

5. Bevington, p. 245. 
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by the demons would perhaps have been sufficient in the old 

drama to touch the heart of the Virgin. In this miracle of 

the Virgin gone astray, however, there is no miracle. For 

Faustus, although "Christ's blood streams in the firmament," 

not a single drop of it will be spared to save him from the 

pit. 

Although it is ironical that the greatest play of 

the Renaissance deriving directly from the medieval saint's 

drama should end in damnation rather than forgiveness, the 

old legend of Theophile could not have had a more appropri

ate interpreter in the Renaissance nor the dramatized 

miracle a more brilliant conclusion. 



XIII 

CONCLUSIONS 

The saint's drama is an older genre in England than 

the scriptural cycle. To judge from the earliest refer

ences to secular plays in England (the Dunstable record of 

a St. Catherine play and William Fitz Stephen's remarks 

about plays on saints and martyrs in London), English 

audiences were familiar with saint's plays in the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries. The scriptural cycles, on the 

other hand, were launched in the fourteenth century and, 

if F. M. Salter's theory about the dating of the Chester 

Cycle is accepted,**" not until the last quarter of the 

century. Because of the scarcity of texts it has been 

customary for students of the English drama to assume that 

the medieval dramatic conventions and themes transmitted to 

the Renaissance drama originated in the Corpus Christi 

plays, which in turn received their coloration from the 

liturgical drama. 

The development may be more complex. It is not 

impossible that the cycles when they were first forming 

adopted some conventions from the older saint's drama, and 

that the later saint's drama in turn was influenced by the 

1. Mediaeval Drama in Chester (Toronto, 1955). 
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cycles. For instance, since the Passion of Christ was not 

part of the liturgical Easter plays, it is conceivable that 

the brutality of the soldiers who crucify Christ, making 

the scene not an agonizing execution but a torture scene, 

derives from sadistic episodes of torture presented in 

plays about martyrdoms rather than, as most critics assume, 

the other way round. 

The medieval drama of Western Europe derives 

principally from France, spreading thence earlier or later 

to Germany, Italy, England, and Spain. The early records 

of saint's plays in England attest to the close cultural 

relationship of France and England and allow us to assume 

that England was in point of time second to France in the 

development of the saint's drama. Of all this early 

English vernacular drama not a text remains, and most of 

the reports (save for the two mentioned) come from the 

fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. 

The surviving English plays and fragments, however, 

if taken together with the Cornish Saint Meriasek and the 

saint's-play elements in the English and Cornish cycles, 

provide a reasonable basis for study. To supplement the 

English texts, continental plays have been drawn upon in 

this study as a basis for comparison. The English and 

Cornish plays, if they are few, represent most of the types 

of saint's plays that were acted on the Continent. In 

addition, the records of lost English plays are helpful in 
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establishing the extent and nature of the genre in England. 

It is clear both from texts and records that English 

audiences were familiar with dramatized miracles, plays on 

the full or part lives of saints, romantic saint's plays, 

and martyrdoms. 

It cannot be assumed in literature that the best 

always survives, and in the case of the saint's plays, 

examples appear to have been preserved purely by chance. 

The loss of Placidas alias Eustas played at Braintree, St. 

Thomas the Martyr from King's Lynn, the old Chester play 

of King Robert of Sicily, and many more is as much to be 

regretted as the loss, but for an odd play or two, of the 

scriptural cycles of Norwich or Coventry. The nonsurvival 

of plays that might have greatly broadened our view of the 

English medieval drama need not, however, lead to neglect 

of the saint's play. The extant plays are respectable and 

even attractive examples of their kind, and most of them do 

not suffer by comparison with examples of the same kind 

from other countries. They do not reflect what some 

scholars of the past have been pleased to see as the child

like simplicity of the medieval mind but present in a 

manner that was acceptable both to lettered and ignorant 

spectators the plan of salvation through repentance. 

Christ is the pattern, the saints those who most nearly 

approach that pattern, and common humanity, fallible as it 

is, is not excluded from a major part in the great design. 
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The appearances of saints in the drama of the 

Renaissance illustrates the fragmentation of the saint1s-

play genre into classically inspired tragedies, polemic 

interludes, romantic dramas of martyrdom, and history 

plays. While it is correct to say that the saint's play 

survived, the vitality of the tradition is seen today only 

in a few plays about saints who died as political martyrs, 

such as Joan of Arc, Thomas a Becket, and Sir Thomas More. 

As for the drama of Shakespeare and his contem

poraries (towards the better elucidation of which every 

study of English medieval drama may well be ultimately 

directed), the saint's play made its contributions of 

motifs, conventions, and doctrine that were familiar to 

both playwrights and audiences. It is, of course, in the 

plays of Shakespeare that examples are most satisfactorily 

found, for of all the playwrights of his age Shakespeare 

was the most receptive to the themes of the past. In his 

hands these themes do not merely serve conventional ends 

but sound great harmonies. To overstate these influences 

would be rash, but to ignore them is to bring to the drama 

of Shakespeare something less than the understanding it 

deserves. 
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