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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines contemporary British productions of medieval mystery 

plays, specifically questioning how cultural mentality affects such productions. Because 

of the distance between the medieval and contemporary British mentalities, a cultural gap 

exists between original texts and contemporary productions. This gap creates, for 

audiences, a "double vision," a perception of both the medieval mentality that informed 

the original text and the contemporary mentality that performs it. Contemporary 

productions tend to attempt to diminish this inherent "double vision" in a variety of ways, 

including making the production authentic to medieval practice or by adapting the 

medieval texts. This thesis analyzes two contemporary productions of medieval mystery 

plays, the 1998 revival of the York Mysteries, directed by Jane Oakshott, and The 

Mvsteries. a contemporary adaptation of several medieval cycles, written by Tony 

Harrison and directed by Bill Bryden, exploring the methods used by both to tackle the 

mentality gap. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Speakers play thick music: bows scraping against cello strings, sounding almost 

machine-like. The air is heavy with their dreadful drone. A huge crucifix drops to the 

ground of the ruins of a cathedral, one shelled out during the second World War. Around 

that crucifix, strange carts enter, cages really, metal globes each sitting on three legs. 

These are the carts of Hell. Christ, still on the crucifix, demands that the gates of Hell be 

opened for the coming of the Messiah. Hell refuses, demanding that Christ prove the fact 

that he is the Messiah, and another trial unfolds for Christ before he can complete the 

mission of his earthly life (MvShow). 

This was the opening moment of a reworking of the Coventry Mysteries, a joint 

production of the Belgrade Theatre and Macnas. It was performed in Gal way in July 

2003 and performed in Coventry itself early in August. This was just one of several 

Mystery Cycle performances that took place in England over the summer of 2003; 

Chester put on an abridged version of its cycle in the city's Cathedral Green early in July, 

and Lichfield, which no longer has an extant Mystery Cycle, put together pageants from 

the cycles of other British municipalities for a performance in July as well. 

Of these productions, the revival of the Coventry cycle was the most impressive. 

The Macnas theatre company created several puppets for the show: not only the Hell 

carts, but also a puppet menagerie to populate the reenactment of Noah protecting 

animals from the flooding of the world and a giant whale puppet that swallows the 

prophet Jonah. The puppets created a sense of spectacle that not only would have been 

infeasible for the medieval producers, but which amazed contemporary audiences. The 
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producers also had wordsmith Vincent Woods rework the original Coventry Mysteries, 

written in the sixteenth century, so that the cycle appealed to a more contemporary 

sensibility. Of the work, he has written: 

The heart of faith is a belief in the possibility of mystery and miracle; so the 
Mystery Play, the Miracle Play. To begin to touch on the edge of Truth is to 
begin to see God and the gods. The great Persian mystic Jelaluddin Rumi touched 
on the centre of Truth, lived within that Touch. His words helped to inspire some 
of this Mystery, this Christ who is not afraid of laughter. (Mvsteries 2003) 

It has been theorized by scholar Alexandra Johnston that the original Coventry pageants 

may have together formed a creed play (11), an affirmation of the theological beliefs of 

Catholicism (or the beliefs adopted by the Church of England). Vincent Woods's words 

on the reworking of the play display not an affirmation of orthodoxy but rather a highly 

contemporary understanding of spirituality. His definition of faith places the idea within 

a context of widely-spread doubt; he acknowledges the influence of a Muslim poet on his 

work; and he wants to portray Christ in a different fashion than the traditional figure 

suffering for the sins of humankind. While the Belgrade Theatre's production of The 

Mvsteries presented the same sense of spectacle that the medieval mystery pageants must 

have shown, this spectacle is firmly rooted within the context of contemporary beliefs 

about religion. And this is important because the difference between a given medieval 

performance of the Coventry Mysteries and the Belgrade's 2003 performance is based, at 

least in part, by a difference in ideas about the structure of religious experience and 

worship. Woods wanted to reinforce a sense of religion as belonging to more than simply 

the Christian tradition. He wanted to portray the humanity of Christ as much, or more, 

than the suffering divinity of Christ. Both of these ideas would have been completely 
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foreign to almost all of those involved with the original productions of the Coventry 

mysteries. And yet, the Belgrade Theatre Company's 2003 production also had certain 

practices in common with the medieval productions of the cycle: a heavy emphasis on a 

theological message couched in stunning visuals that give the material the sense of being 

more "cosmic," of being greater than everyday reality. The contemporary production is 

in a state of both attraction to and conflict with the original work. 

This thesis proposes to examine that essential tension between the medieval 

British culture that produced a series of Mystery cycles and the contemporary culture that 

performs them today. But to do that, the source for that tension between the medieval 

and the contemporary must be found. There are likely several causes of this tension, but 

history and sociology provide an interesting summation of one of the major conflicts, 

with the concept of the "mentality" or "social imagination," a term used to sum up a 

culture's structures of thought. 

A culture's "mentality" is based on the mainly unconscious assumptions that the 

members of that culture have about the world around them; that is to say that a mentality 

is a network of ideas about reality that are typically invisible to members of a given 

culture. The reason that the ideas are invisible is that they deal with the structure of 

beliefs as often as they deal with content (Burke 162). Geographer David Harvey gives 

an example of how the European mentality shifted in terms of how maps were drawn. 

Contemporary maps of Britain are drawn to express an empirical vision of geographical 

space. They are drawn as if the cartographer were viewing the area from a high altitude, 

with landmark locations or the shapes of roads drawn with the highest amount of 
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accuracy available at the scale in which the map is drawn. Medieval cartographers drew 

maps that expressed location, but in the context of the sensuous experience of actually 

visiting the space. Instead of the single point of observation used in contemporary maps, 

medieval maps displayed landmarks from a variety of different perspectives, for the 

purpose of giving the viewer a sense of what it was like to walk around the space and 

actually be present in it (Harvey 240-244, 249). The simple idea of how space should be 

represented, a concept largely taken for granted by most people, has vast consequences 

on the culture; the ideas that make up a mentality almost all work in a similar fashion. 

Although many philosophers of the twentieth century have proposed concepts 

similar to "mentalities" (most famously Thomas Kuhn's concept of a scientific 

paradigm), the term was first postulated by French sociologist Lucien Levi-Bruhl in his 

notebooks and in his studies. La Mentalite vrimitive (Primitive Mentalitv) and Les 

Fonctions mentales dans les societes inferures (How Primitives Think) published in 1922 

and 1910, respectively (Lloyd 1). Levi-Bruhl was attempting to describe how beliefs in 

magical powers worked, a difficult proposition especially considering that Levi-Bruhl 

lived in a culture that embraced causal rationalism and was largely dismissive of beliefs 

in magic. The term was later picked up by historians, such as Peter Burke and Johan 

Huizinga, who wished to describe the beliefs of "everyday people" within a given culture 

(for Huizinga especially, late medieval Europeans). 

This thesis assumes that cultural artifacts are deeply informed by the mentality 

subscribed to by the people creating the artifacts. Manner of dress, patterns of utilizing 

time during the day, productions such as poems, music, or plays—all of these are affected 
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by a given culture's mentality. This is not to say that a mentality completely determines 

those cultural productions, simply that a mentality has a deep influence on all of these 

aspects. Furthermore, this thesis assumes that a cultural artifact carries the assumptions 

of the mentality in which it was created, even as it is viewed and reinterpreted by other 

cultures, much like a leaf that falls from a tree still carries the DNA of that tree. 

Medieval mystery cycles therefore carry assumptions from the medieval British 

culture in which they were created. Contemporary productions of those mystery cycles 

carry not only original assumptions from the medieval British mentality but also 

assumptions from the contemporary British culture that is producing those mystery 

cycles. A contemporary production of British mystery plays therefore has a "gap" 

between the medieval and contemporary mentalities. An example of such a "mentality 

gap" would be the difference between Vincent Woods's ideas on religion and the original 

Coventry writer's ideas on religion, both of which deeply affected the Belgrade Theatre's 

2003 production. This sense of a "mentality gap" helps explain many of the issues that 

surround contemporary productions of the mystery cycles: problems of authenticity, 

issues surrounding how to recreate ritual, matters involving how religion fits into 

contemporary productions, and questions about the theatricality of the plays themselves 

within contemporary society. 

The "mentality gap" affects a contemporary production in two places. First, when 

a team of directors, actors, and designers come together to produce one of these mystery 

cycles, dozens of creative choices are made, and each of these choices attempt to bridge 

the "mentality gap"—in many different ways, contemporary productions attempt to make 
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it easier for a contemporary audience to get a sense of meaning from the medieval plays. 

Secondly, an audience seeing the plays is confronted with the "double vision" of the 

medieval and contemporary mentalities. The audience actively makes choices about 

what to do with the bridge between mentalities that is being offered to them by the 

contemporary production. 

Naturally, this phenomenon is present in any contemporary production of a 

historical play. However, the contemporary productions of medieval mystery plays tend 

to have a different relationship to their source material than contemporary productions of 

"classic" historical texts, in that contemporary producers of mystery plays are attracted 

not simply by the original texts themselves but also by the presence of the mentality gap. 

Specifically, the contemporary productions studied by this thesis exist because of the 

directors of those productions felt a sense of loss between the medieval and 

contemporary, and their productions of these plays sought to redress the diminishment of 

certain aspects of the medieval mentality, especially medieval forms of communality 

which they felt were lacking in contemporary Britain. 

This thesis will analyze two contemporary British productions of medieval British 

mystery cycles: the 1998 production of the York Cycle, directed by Jane Oakshott; and 

the 1984-1985 production of The Mysteries, a reworking of several British mystery 

cycles by contemporary pla3rwright Tony Harrison, directed by Bill Bryden. For both of 

these productions, this thesis will examine the various choices made by the creative team, 

how those choices reflect both the medieval mentality and the contemporary mentality, 

and how the bridge over the "mentality gap" worked in each production. The directors. 
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Oakshott and Bryden, had very different strategies to bridge the "mentality gap." 

Oakshott attempted to recreate medieval conditions for her production, hoping that the 

contemporary mentality would thereby come to a greater understanding of the medieval 

mentality. Bryden juxtaposed the two mentalities, mixing elements from the medieval 

and contemporary together, and even having the medieval and contemporary ironically 

comment on each other. The thesis will then examine audience reaction to each 

production and explore how the audience contended with the "double vision" between 

mentalities which the directors' strategies meant to bridge. 

Sadly, it would no longer be possible to create a complete demographic picture of 

the audiences that viewed each of these productions; such a detailed study would, at any 

rate, be far beyond the scope of this particular thesis. To gauge audience reaction, 

therefore, I will concentrate on official reviews of each of these productions and attempt 

to glean what I can from audible or visual audience reactions from mediated versions of 

these productions. Each of these sources of evidence must be treated with great care. 

Theatre critics and audiences do not always agree on the significance of a given 

production. Theatre critics tend to go to many more productions than the average theatre

goer and when a theatrical critic goes to a production, it is typically to gather notes for a 

published review. Because of these two factors, a theatre critic's process of viewing a 

play is very different from that of a tj^ical audience member. On the other hand, as 

Susan Bennett points out, theatre critics "still act as representatives of mainstream 

cultural ideology," and she notes that "there is always a diversity of publics. Indeed, 

even within the community of theatre critics, there is such a diversity" (Bennett 100). 
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As for the mediated audience, there are two main issues. First, the reactions of 

the audience could have been manipulated during an editing process between the live 

performance and the creation of the media. The Mvsteries occasionally had close-ups of 

audience reactions which were likely filmed at a different time in the performance than 

the moment of the play into which they were being edited. While audience reactions tell 

us something about how that particular audience received the production, they tell 

nothing of the actual composition of the audience, nor can they be construed as 

representative for each of the audiences for the various runs. Jane Oakshott's revival of 

the York Cycle, which took place in a single day, had five different audiences as pageant 

wagons presented at five different stations and therefore five different sets of core 

audience members. Even then, the audiences at the stations shifted and changed as the 

course of the day went on. 

Nonetheless, even though there are issues involved in reconstructing audience 

reactions to productions, they are certainly not insurmountable. In the case of Bryden's 

The Mvsteries. for instance, three major sources were used to reconstruct audience 

reaction: critical reviews, evidence from mediated audience reactions, and posts on an 

internet-hosted audience feedback site, hosted by Britain's National Theatre, which 

produced The Mvsteries. All three of these sources agreed in terms of productions of The 

Mvsteries. all of them pointing towards the audience having a positive experience during 

the production, and enjoying many of the same elements within the production: the use of 

language and the extensive audience involvement in the plays (The Mvsteries: "National 

Theatre: Talkback;" Billington, "The Mysteries;" Dallas). Because of this high level of 
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agreement, each of these sources provide a solid basis on which to analyze audience 

reaction to the production. 

Susan Bennett also points out the importance of extra-performative elements 

which influence how spectators "read" a particular production, for example, theatrical 

space, advertisements, and program notes (133). Both of the productions dealt with these 

elements quite uniquely. The 1998 revival of the York Cycle, for instance, took place 

entirely outdoors before an ever-shifting audience. Much of the publicity around the 

performance focused on how it acted as a recreation of medieval staging conditions. The 

Mysteries, on the other hand, played at Britain's National Theatre, in the Cottlesloe, a 

small "black box" space where more experimental works at the National tend to be 

performed ("National Theatre : Three"). The Mvsteries also shifted much of its audience 

into different configurations as the play progressed, a very rare style of staging. These 

elements must be explored as an essential part of how the audience dealt with the "double 

vision" in each production. 

Many sources were compiled to support this thesis. Central, of course, are the 

texts of the Mystery Cycles and evidence relating to contemporary performances. For 

contemporary York performances, I am using a variety of sources. First and foremost 

there are the video taped excerpts from the 1998 performance of the York Cycle on 

pageant wagons as directed by Jane Oakshott, York Mvsterv Plavs 1998. The York 

Mysteries website (<http://www.yorkmysteries.org>) also contains a great deal of 

information, including production photos and a movie describing the history of the 

revivals. John R. Elliot's Playing God and Sarah Beckwith's Signifying God both focus 

http://www.yorkmysteries.org
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on contemporary performances of the York Mystery Cycles; Elliot relates the history of 

the contemporary revivals and Beckwith explores the history of signification within the 

plays, both in medieval and modem times. The other contemporary performance is Tony 

Harrison's The Mysteries. This work both exists as a script and a complete video-taped 

performance; fiirthermore, there are several interviews with Tony Harrison himself (such 

as those in Bloodaxe Critical Anthologies: 1 Tony Harrison, edited by Neil Astley) as 

well as interviews with the director of the 1985 production, Bill Bryden (Sarah 

Beckwith's Signifying God, mentioned above, has an interview with Mr. Bryden). 

Measuring audience reaction is also an important part of the thesis. Marvin 

Carlson's "Theatre Audiences and the Reading of Performance" lists several strategies 

that audiences use to create readings of performances, as well as strategies that producers 

use to influence the audience's reading. Hans Genk's Studies in Elizabethan Audience 

Response to Theatre provides a model for defining how a historical audience dealt with a 

production of their own time; this is a helpfiil resource on the kind of evidence used to 

reconstruct how a medieval audience would have received the original mystery plays. 

All the mediated productions this thesis uses as evidence include audience reaction shots; 

such clues offer valuable evidence about how the audience received the production. 

Since the thesis also compares the "mentality" of medieval Britain with that of 

contemporary Britain, sources must be put together which describe the concept of a 

mentality as well as give a sense of how modem and medieval British mentalities are 

stmctured. Historian Peter Burke gives an excellent background not just to mentalities 

but several other forms of cultural history (including social memory) in Varieties of 
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Cultural History. John Huizinga studied much of medieval cultural mentalities and wrote 

several influential books on the mentalities of medieval Europeans, such as The Autumn 

of the Middle Ages. Jacques Le Goff s Medieval Civilization is a comprehensive source 

on the mentality of medieval Europeans. A very practical guide to the medieval 

mentality, especially as it relates to Britain, is Charles Phythian-Adams' Desolation of a 

Citv: Coventry and the Urban Crisis of the Late Middle Ages. This economic and 

sociological history of how Coventry depopulated in the 1500s builds a very detailed 

picture of life in a medieval city, a city which performed its own set of Mystery Plays. 

Due to the genesis of cultural studies in Britain, there are several usefiil works 

which describe contemporary culture in modem Britain and which can be used to form a 

sense of the modem mentality. British Cultural Studies, edited by David Morley and 

Kevin Robins, contains several essays on modem British culture, including works on how 

northem cities (from which almost all the siuviving medieval Mystery Cycles come 

from) relate to the rest of England. British Cultural Identities is a more general guide to 

how all the cultures within modem Britain interrelate and interact. Finally, Singular 

Continuity: Tradition. Nostalgia, and Identity in Modem British Culture, edited by 

George Behlmer and Fred Leventhal, describes the complex relationship modem British 

culture has with its own past and its own sense of tradition, a facet of modem Britain that 

is very important to examining how Mystery Cycles are currently performed. 

A few scholars have tied concepts about mentality to theatrical performance. 

Misako Koike's article "Breaking the Mold: Women in Japanese Theatre" examines how 

changes in mentality about gender have changed the opportunities for women in theatre 



16 

in Japan, especially in more recent decades. Michael Vincent McGinnis's article 

"Rewilding Imagination" calls for a change in theatre because of a change in how the 

environment is viewed; McGinnis appeals for a more "ecological" drama. However, 

while there are articles written on how mentality has affected movements in theatre, there 

is a dearth of materials on the distance that mentalities create between historical texts and 

contemporary productions of those texts. Since many productions of medieval mysteries 

emphasize the difference between the contemporary and the medieval mentality, it seems 

as if the gap between mentalities and how that gap affects theatrical performance is a 

worthy topic for investigation. 

A note about criticisms of the concept of mentalities, before such mentalities are 

described. The most common and difficult criticism of mentalities are that they assume 

too much homogenization within a given society (Lloyd 5). Given beliefs of a mentality 

are thought to be widely shared throughout society, but it must definitely be remembered 

that not everyone subscribed to those beliefs in a singular way. Indeed, as one looks at a 

larger and larger group of people, the less and less that group will share the concepts 

within a mentality. Also, the ideas which make up a mentality change over time. This is 

especially significant when studying the mentality of a mystery cycle, as most of the 

mystery cycles are a conglomeration of pageants that were written at different times over 

a period beginning in the late 1300s and ending in 1569. Even a popular term for the 

plays, the "Corpus Christi plays," is accused of be too generic (Johnston 11), as there is 

no evidence that all the surviving pageants from the medieval period were meant to be 

performed on the Feast of Corpus Christi. Indeed, while both of the mystery cycles this 
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thesis will explore were from the same cultural area—late medieval Britain—^they each 

have a great deal of idiosyncrasy in how they relate to the medieval British mentality; and 

the contemporary productions that have taken place within the past twenty years show a 

great deal of idiosyncrasy when compared to each other. However, as will be discussed 

later, the contemporary American mentality—that is, the mentality informing this thesis 

and many of the ideas of the theorists this thesis draws upon—tends to emphasize 

heterogeneity, almost to the point that it is difficult to be aware of homogeneity when it 

exists. With all of this in mind, this thesis will attempt to be extremely specific within 

the statements it makes. 

When comparing two "mentalities" or constructions of "collective imagination," 

differences between the two mentalities become clear through contrast, but it is much 

harder to be aware of the similarities. The culture of contemporary Britain is not wholly 

different from the culture of medieval Britain, and the two cultures do share certain 

beliefs which would be considered part of their mentalities. However, between medieval 

Britain and contemporary Britain, points of cultural focus have definitely shifted. This 

thesis focuses on the differences between mentalities but does not want to suggest that 

similarities are non-existent. The similarities between the medieval and the 

contemporary and the effect of those similarities on these productions may warrant 

further study but are outside the scope of this thesis. 

In the end, it is hoped that by describing the differences in mentalities that are 

inherent within contemporary productions of medieval plays, we can become more aware 

of how those contemporary productions operate and how the difficulties inherent in such 
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productions are creatively dealt with, both by the theatre producers and the theatrical 

audiences. To analyze such strategies seems a useful and important avenue of research. 
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2. THE MEDIEVAL BRITISH MENTALITY 

How do mentalities affect the production and viewing of contemporary 

productions of medieval British mystery cycles? To answer that question, it must first be 

asked what were the major foci of the medieval British mentality and what are the major 

foci of the contemporary British mentality? By drawing a picture of these two 

mentalities, a firm foundation will be set for the exploration of the contemporary 

productions mentioned in the introduction. 

Mentalities have been described earlier as a network of ideas. I wish to use the 

vocabulary Christopher Alexander's concept of design as outlined in Volume I of The 

Nature of Order to identify how a network of ideas operates. Alexander describes design 

in terms of "centers." Each center reinforces the other centers of the design, lending each 

center strength. Because of this, a system is formed, and it is difficult to take any single 

piece away from the system. Taking one center out of the system weakens the other 

centers or even renders them meaningless (Alexander 92-95,119-121). 

I believe that the similar ideas can be applied to the network of ideas that make up 

a culture's mentality. A mentality has several ideas that serve as strong centers. This 

thesis will focus specifically on ideas surrounding the relationship between self and 

commimity, the nature of time, the distribution of space, and especially the structure of 

truth (Burke 169). In medieval British culture, "religion" formed a strong center around 

which other ideas in the mentality tended to gravitate. In tum, how the community or the 

economy of that culture aligned itself with religion affected how religion was understood 

and practiced. Likewise, in contemporary British culture, "self," the importance of the 



20 

individual, is a very strong center. The fact that the center has shifted from religion to the 

self shows the historical difference between the two periods of time. 

Ideas in a mentality tend to reinforce each other; if an idea subverts or works 

against other ideas in a mentality, that idea is either not widely accepted or it causes a 

shift in strength to other idea-centers within the network. Such shifts, though, tend to 

work over long periods of time. And of course, mentalities are always going through 

processes of growth and change. 

This portrait of mentalities within medieval Britain and contemporary Britain is 

not meant to catch every aspect of the two societies; rather, they are intended to provide a 

foundation for the "mentality gaps" that this thesis will study. As such, for the two 

mentalities described, a special emphasis will be placed on the areas of self and 

community, time and history, space, and the structure of truth. This chapter focuses on 

the medieval British mentality and the following chapter focuses on the contemporary 

British mentality. 

The period of the Corpus Christi plays (ca. 1330 - 1569) was a period of great 

social shift within medieval Britain. For most of the middle ages, there were two centers 

of cultural power: the nobility and the church. Nobility certainly tried to increase power 

during the period, but the Catholic hierarchy resisted their attempts. Gregory VII used 

the metaphor of the sun and the moon to describe the proper relation between the two 

societal powers: "[T]he greater light, the sim, was the pope, while the lesser light, the 

moon, was the emperor and king" (Le Goff 274). Religion went through major shifts in 

this period, however. In 1520, Martin Luther was excommunicated, starting the 
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Protestant Reformation (Russell 266). King Henry VIII of Britain summoned a 

"Reformation Parliament" in 1529, and in 1534, he declared himself Supreme Head of 

the Church in England (275). This political act strengthened the secularization of 

England, and led, by 1569, to the discontinuation of the Corpus Christi plays. 

During this period, the Roman Catholic Church lost, or even gave away, some of 

the cultural power it had. At the same time, the economy of Britain was changing and 

urban areas were becoming more powerful. At the beginning of the period of the Corpus 

Christi plays, much of Britain was still very rural and, therefore, feudal; the nobility still 

had a great deal of influence on the lives of most Britons. However, the Corpus Christi 

plays themselves were products of a new civic economy. In 1300, there may have only 

been a few merchant communities in existence across Europe (Le Goff 252), but by 1500, 

there were over forty towns in Britain alone with more than two thousand inhabitants 

(Pythian-Adams 12). Whereas the feudal economy was based on a strict hierarchy of 

lord and vassal, urban commimities were founded on a bond of egalitarianism (Le Goff 

292), though power structures within urban communities were more hierarchical than 

would be supposed from such an oath (290). Nonetheless, the inhabitants of urban 

communities were more free than feudal vassals, and they had a stronger sense of identity 

than those who lived purely within the realm of an agrarian manor. 

Within medieval English cities, then, people's lives revolved around the dual axes 

of the market and the Church. It is often assumed that there was a great deal of tension 

between the market and the Church, but the Corpus Christi plays themselves give an 

example of how the economic and religious spheres reinforced each other. These plays 
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were put on by the various crafts of town to illustrate religious concepts. It is therefore 

likely that through much of the Corpus Christi era, while economic activities became 

more important to lives of people living in civic centers, it was still widely adhered to 

that the Church held the keys to the essential truths of human life. Both, therefore, 

worked together to create a structure for medieval civic life: the craft structured the life of 

this world and the Church structured the life of the next. The two did come into conflict 

on occasion, but they both had functions within their own spheres. Furthermore, those 

who became craft masters were tj^ically the most religiously inclined, as frequent church 

attendance was one of the most important consideration for promotion within the craft 

and Gild systems (Pythian-Adams 138). The two institutions tended to serve each other, 

though the Church was seen as the more important social institution. 

Urban communities in England tended to form around layers of institutions that 

were simultaneously social, economic, and religious in nature. One might expect the 

household to be the most important of these institutions, but instead, medieval Britons 

saw the household as simply one part of the great hierarchy that made up society. Also 

important, especially in terms of a study of the Corpus Christi plays, were the craft 

fellowships and the Corpus Christi gilds. These institutions acted as extended 

households, and they were just as important to medieval Britons in their understanding of 

community. Within the craft fellowships, master craftsmen trained others in their 

specific craft. They also tended to run monopolies on certain commodities and services 

within the community, and they therefore had a great deal of economic power within the 

urban community. Once a journeyman was named a master craftsman, that person was 
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eligible to join the gilds of a city, which acted as "socio-religious fraternities" (Pythian-

Adams 118). Coventry, for instance, had two gilds, the Gild of Holy Trinity and the 

Corpus Christi Gild. The Corpus Christi Gild was responsible for the organization of the 

Corpus Christi plays (119), which in turn had a great affect on the reputation of the city 

(111). 

Even within an urban environment a hierarchy of power still existed. As stated, 

the crafts were monopolies; in order to trade in a particular craft, one had to be a member 

of that craft fellowship (Pythian-Adams 139). To be a master craftsman—which, in 

addition to other duties, allowed one to decide who would apprentice in a craft—^was 

indeed a powerftil position. Craft fellowships also pooled resources to build and fund 

chapels within various cathedrals, and attendance of church, especially before Henry 

VIII's Act of Supremacy in 1534, was a major determinant in status within a craft (137). 

Craft fellowships also conferred a sense of identity upon individual members. While 

nobility had tended to take on the name of the lands they were lords of, early urbanites 

took on the name of their craft: "Mercer," "Weaver" or "Webster," and "Smith," showing 

the profound influence of that institution in their lives. 

The importance of the self within such a society has often been debated. It is 

often assumed that people defined themselves in terms of tribe, and later, lord, and 

finally, craft. Certainly, this last identity was very important to people in the medieval 

era. For much of the middle ages, nobility had "identity" and peasants did not. This 

belief was ftirthered by the feudal system; as Jacques Le Goff writes, "many lords did not 

[...] recognize that their tenants had any property other than their naked bodies" (299). 
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However, this, too, was shifting by the era of the Corpus Christi plays. The word 

"identity" did not exist during the period, nor would it until the late seventeenth century 

(Staley 361). However, certain writers during the period were beginning to formulate the 

kinds of concepts that we know associate with "identity." Lagland's Piers Plowman (ca. 

1387) and Julian of Norwich's Revelations of Divine Love (ca. 1390) are often presented 

as works in which writers, focused on the inner self within a religious context of inner 

searching, provide statements of identity (366). The strongest statements about identity 

during the period of the Corpus Christi plays come fi^om Geoffrey Chaucer. The Nun's 

Priest's Tale of The Canterburv Tales (ca. 1386? - 1400) exemplifies many of Chaucer's 

concerns with identity. In the tale, the main character, the rooster Chauntecleer, comes to 

an insight that Russell, the fox, has been flattering him to trick him into certain acts. 

With this sense of the rooster's ability to observe himself and his actions, "Chaucer links 

selfhood both to an awareness of continuity over time and to a sudden assumption of 

agency" (371). Communities, such as the story-telling pilgrims of The Canterburv Tales 

are not a "monolithic whole" but instead a differentiated group of personalities who have 

their own motivations and interests (375). 

It is difficult, however, to link the ideas about identity that Julian, Langland, and 

Chaucer had, to the rest of the population as a whole. Very few of the existing Corpus 

Christi plays, for instance, have as strong a sense of identity as is found in Chaucer, 

though the pageants of the Wakefield Master and the York Realist do exhibit certain 

characters with a strong sense of identity. The crucifixion progression written by the 

York Realist presents differentiated characters such as Pilate and his wife; however, it 
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also presents undifferentiated groups, such as the four soldiers who actually carry out the 

crucifixion. These four soldiers have an identity as a group, as a community of workers, 

but beyond that community, it is impossible to tell one apart from another; this, even 

though the York Realist may well have been heavily influenced otherwise by Julian of 

Norwich.^ 

Thus, the era of the Corpus Christi pageants was a period where the strength of 

the "self was transitional, and to a great extent, "self was still less important than social 

class or craft or household,^ and beyond that, community. Again, as Jacques Le Goff 

writes. 

The mentalities and sensibilities of medieval men were dominated by a sense of 
insecurity which determined the basis of their attitudes. It was a material and 
moral insecurity, for which, according to the Church, there was only one remedy 
[...] to rely on the solidarity of the group, of the communities of which one 
formed a part, and to avoid breaching this solidarity by ambition or derogation. 
(325) 

Those who lived in urban areas may not have been subsistence farmers like most of the 

feudal population, but economic devastation visited cities with the same capriciousness 

with which it visited peasants. A community, and especially the grand pan-European 

community of the Roman Catholic Church, conferred a great sense of security on a 

population which was otherwise at the mercy of disease, war, starvation, or any number 

' The York Reahst presents the Crucifixion as "the passive endurance of torture for the love and 
redemption of mankind" (Beadle, York Mvsterv 211), a theological proposition that was developed most 
strongly by Julian. 
^ Female identity within the era of Corpus Christi plays was definitely less concentrated on than male 
identity, as male activity was considered to be more socially relevant than female activity. While the 
spread of the courtly love ideal gave women some power, that power was mostly within the realms of 
nobility. Many of the Corpus Christi plays do portray scenes of domesticity (such as "Joseph's Trouble 
about Mary" in the York Cycle), and during this period, farces in which nagging wives beat up their 
husbands become popular in other parts of Europe. 
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of other terrible turns of fortune. Corpus Christi plays lent identity to a particular city as 

a community, and furthermore, these plays strengthened the sense of being tied to the 

wider Church community. 

Religion, therefore, was the guiding factor in the organization of society. The 

Roman Catholic Church also guided the medieval view of time and history. The Corpus 

Christi plays provide an excellent example of how religion formulated history. All of the 

complete extant cycles of Corpus Christi plays told world-history within a definitely 

religious context. The most popular form of the plays began with the creation of the 

world, dramatized a few stories from the Old Testament, concentrated heavily on the life 

of Christ, and then jumped to the fiiture end of the world. The medieval contemporary 

present did not have an episode in any of the extant complete cycles. Nor did it need to; 

the medievals understood that they were part of the grand history of salvation, which is 

exactly what the Corpus Christi plays presented. During the era of the Corpus Christi 

plays, the "present day" was much less important than the period that was contemporary 

with the life of Christ. This, of course, was another way the Church created a sense of 

security within the lives of people; paradoxically, by making "present day" lives—which 

were deeply afflicted by various miseries—less important than God's plan of salvation, 

which was going to end with the blessed living in paradise, the Church created hope for a 

secure eternal life after the temporal life. The Corpus Christi plays, written in vernacular 

languages and presented once a year, helped create a greater sense of this version of 

history. 
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Within the teachings of the Church, contemporary time and history were a 

secondary and substandard reaUty in comparison to eternity, as St. Augustine had 

explained (Pelikan 38-39). God was eternal, and by extension, unchanging; compared to 

that, the fluctuations of the world were relatively meaningless. People thought of 

themselves as unchanging as well; throughout the middle ages, children were considered 

"small adults." Records in Coventry called children "manikins" and "womankins" and 

children were dressed as "potential adults," that is wearing smaller versions of the same 

clothes as adults (Pythian-Adams 82); because of this, one might speculate that at birth 

the personality was thought to be ftilly formed and an individual's personality would 

never change throughout that person's life. In such a mentality, it was considered silly to 

try to change social class, craft, or any cultural station, since all of those attributes already 

existed at birth. Again, though, this belief was not absolute—as the rise of urban 

communities proves, since such communities were a way for individuals to attempt to 

change their social mobility. 

Medieval Britons living during the period of the Corpus Christi plays also tended 

to lack a sense of history outside the salvation narrative told by the Church. Familial 

lineage and tradition, while important for the nobility of the time, had much less impact 

on how individuals within urban societies viewed themselves and therefore, much less 

influence on how those individuals perceived time as a continuance of family lines. 

Within urban areas, adolescents left the household relatively early, with most men joining 

a craft between the age of fourteen to sixteen and most women being married by the age 

of fifteen (Pythian-Adams 84-85); journeymen spent only four to five hours waking hours 
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a day at home, and the rest of their time was spent at his master's workshop (80). Social 

continuance was thus provided by priests of the Church and craft masters. Craft masters 

taught new generations not only the skills involved with performing a particular craft, but 

also how to fimction within society. Before male children were indentured to a craft, 

they were supposed to have been confirmed within the Church and taken their first 

communion. The indenturing stage for men lasted five to seven years, and records from 

Coventry suggest that families were formed only after the period of adolescent indenture 

had been completed (Pythian-Adams 83-84). The craft, therefore, had a great deal of 

power over how medieval Britons, especially men, lived their lifetimes and time was 

perceived within the confines of stages of employment within the craft. 

The Church, because it had a class of educated clerics who could measure time, 

acted as the institution which tracked a wider sense of time, one that extended both before 

and after an individual's lifetime (Le Goff 181). The priesthood led the community in the 

celebrations of the liturgical year. While the peasants had the seasons and the crops to 

mark the passage of the agricultural year, both peasants and urbanites used the festival 

calendar of the Church to measure time (180-181). Naturally, in an urban area which is 

more divorced fi^om the agricultural time scale than feudal peasantry, the festival year 

gained more importance. And the festival calendar, in turn, reinforced the entire notion 

of salvation through Christ. 

The year moved from Christmas, to Easter, to Ascension, to Pentecost, and 

thereby, every year was a ritual reenactment of Christ's birth, death, resurrection, 

ascension, and the founding of the Christian church. Corpus Christi, occurring the 
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Thursday after the Octave of Pentecost, fiirthered the Uturgical year. Urged by Blessed 

Juliana of Comillon, it was a festival created specifically to celebrate the miracle of the 

Eucharist. It was established in 1264, but it did not become a major celebration until 

1360, when a doubting priest saw a vision of the Host turning to flesh and blood in 

Bolsena; the Pope declared it a miracle and placed it on the official Church calendar 

(Tydeman, Medieval 186-187). The liturgical cycle ended with All Saints' Day—a 

holiday commemorating the importance of the Saints in the furtherance of Christian 

activity (Le Goff 180). 

Outside the dual cycles of the liturgical and calendar year, time was lost. History 

since the Pentecost was, to many medieval Britons, something that was not important; 

their sense of history was either squashed into contemporary molds or stretched into hazy 

ancientness. Several notable examples of this can be given. For instance, some crusaders 

at the end of the eleventh century thought they were not punishing the descendants of 

Christ's executioners (who, notably, they considered to be Jewish rather than Roman) but 

rather, the executioners themselves (Le Goff 174). Numerous examples of the conflation 

of past and present can be seen in the artwork and the records of theatre of the time, 

which present Biblical characters wearing contemporary costume; this is partially 

because many medieval artists believed that the subjects from the Bible that they were 

presenting wore such costume (174-175). The arbitrary sense of what was ancient can be 

seen in a Corpus Christi pageant record from York, written in 1394. The record reads 

"[I]t was agreed that all the Corpus Christi pageants shall play in the places assigned to 

them in ancient times and not in others" (qtd. in Tydeman, Medieval 213): this, even 



30 

though Corpus Christi processions probably date to 1320 in England at the earliest. 

Indeed, almost all records of the foundations of the Corpus Christi plays call the plays 

"ancient," and this was probably due to the fact that they had been created before the 

personal memories of those writing these documents. Overall, until literacy became 

widely distributed—long after the period of the Corpus Christi plays—events before 

personal memories were hazy and treated with indifference. 

There were other systems of memory that linked generations of medieval Britons 

to the past, one of which was space. Some cities, such as York, were originally Roman 

settlements (Sheeran 20), and therefore the site itself at least was a tie to more ancient 

times. Space therefore perpetuated memory to a certain extent. More importantly, 

though, how space was organized in urban areas demonstrated the concerns and values of 

medieval Britons. Because of this, a consideration of the organization of space is very 

important to understanding the medieval British mentality. 

Most medieval urban areas were protected—^walled and fortified—spaces, which 

acted as a home to those who were not farmers nor nobility. Cities of the time were often 

crowded (Sheeran 169); just as different crafts vied for supremacy within the power 

structures of a town, families vied for space to live. Certain areas, however, were granted 

a great deal of space and this shows their importance within the city—the gild hall and 

church structures, as well as open squares where communities could mingle outside of 

their homes. A survey of town plans of the Corpus Christi era reinforces the notions of 

^ Englishman Robert Holcot, writing a gloss on St. Thomas Aquinas circa 1335, mentions Corpus Christi 
plays, which is their earliest reference in English (Tydeman, Medieval 189). The first reference to the 
plays that establish actual performances is from York and is dated 1376, though since the reference is about 
pageant houses, the plays had probably been going on for a while when the reference was written. 
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power within a medieval city. There were typically three strong points of interest within 

towns: a castle, a church, and a market place (Sheeran 25-35), and each of these centers 

represent a major concentration of activity within a medieval town. Comparing the 

pageant procession route of the York Mysteries from the late fourteen to mid-sixteenth 

centuries (Twycross 40) with a map of the centers of York (Sheeran 35), dated 1736 but 

still showing many of the same landmarks that existed during the period of the Corpus 

Christi plays, gives an indication of the importance of each of those centers for daily civic 

life. The pageants started on the western side of York, close to the Holy Trinity Priory. 

From there, they rolled past the council chamber, crossed the River Ouse, turned north 

and played in front of the Guild Hall, turned northeast toward the Minster, and finally 

ended their procession in the market place, having circled the city center. The castle, to 

the south of the market, was skipped completely, which tends to suggest that the Corpus 

Christi plays were not seen as a court entertainment. Instead, the route goes to pains to 

cross through as much of the city as possible, and it alternates between centers of civic 

power, such as the Guild Hall, with centers of religious power, such as the Priory and the 

Minster. As the ending point of the route, the market had a pride of place within the 

York procession; it acted as both a communal and an economic center. 

Despite the fact that economic concerns were gaining importance within the lives 

of medieval Britons, especially those living in urban centers, it was the Church that still 

had the greatest influence in creating the structures of thought. How medieval Britons 

perceived the world around them, their values, and their concerns fit into a system of 

thinking that was taught to each new generation by the Church. Medieval Britons 
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thought of worldly economics as a fleeting occupation, an ephemeral period before the 

immensity and etemality of heaven. The key to that eternal paradise, and thereby the 

keeper of the most important truths, was the Church. And the Church, in turn, 

emphasized the non-worldly, the eternal and transcendent, and the structures of thought 

taught by the Church worked to promote religious belief 

The most obvious teachings of the Church centered on the requisite ethicality for 

salvation; this act, itself, was highly influential in how medieval Britons thought of the 

world around them. Historian Johan Huizinga writes, "Medieval men sought, as they put 

it, the 'morality,' the hidden lesson in everything, the essential ethical significance" 

(270). These lessons were often solidified into easily-remembered maxims or easily-

performable customs, and they led people into living highly formalistic, rule-filled lives, 

a condition that continued through the Renaissance. Huizinga continues that medieval 

minds were "given [.. .] much to protocol and ceremony" (210); he also notes how 

important proverbs and what would today be termed "superstitions" were to medieval 

culture (275-276). Of course, it was not enough to be good; one had to be ostentatious 

about goodness, and a pattern of ostentation, about ethicality or beauty or nobility, turns 

up through much of the Middle Ages. Clothing of the Corpus Christi era tended to be 

garishly colorful, and precious items, such as books, tended to be decked in jewels (Le 

Goff 335). Garish ostentation announced the high status not only of individuals, but also 

civic centers. Indeed, the Corpus Christi plays themselves acted as a form of ostentation 

for an entire city, as evidence by the care and expense that cities and crafts dealt with to 

put them on (Tydeman, Medieval 211-213). 
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The Church and the scholastic tradition within the Church also promoted different 

structures of thought that were at the heart of the medieval British mentality: analogical 

thought, symbolic thought, and hierarchical thought. Though these ways of thinking 

worked very subtly, they had a profound power over the daily perceptions and actions of 

medieval Britons. Together, these forms of thought mixed the literal and the 

metaphorical, and medieval thought therefore tended towards abstractions that could then 

be considered as universal—a neo-Platonic attempt to formulate the ideas closest to 

God's unchanging nature. 

Scholastic thought, the great school of medieval philosophy, thrived on analogies, 

the joining of two different ideas through a common pattern, thus creating a "universal" 

link between the two. An example of such analogical thought comes from Dominican 

friar John de Bromyard's argument against theatre: 

[TJhere are two kinds of men who wear masks, that is, actors and robbers. For 
those who perform in those plays called in the vulgar tongue miracles employ 
masks, beneath which the players are disguised; in the same way, demons, whose 
sport it is to destroy souls and ensnare them through sin, employ masks, (qtd. in 
Tydeman, Medieval 260) 

Here, the common link of masking and disguising ties actors, robbers, and demons; 

Bromyard later uses the act of dancing as a way to link demons and actors. Such an 

argument may seem flimsy today, but within the medieval mentality, such analogical 

links seemed strong indeed. 

Analogical links were further strengthened by the medieval use of symbolism. 

Appeals to visual imagination had a great deal of weight to medieval Britons, and appeals 

to imagination transformed almost all of the natural world into a series of symbols that 
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acted as analogical links. The fact that red and white roses bloom among thorns was 

considered sjTubolically significant of the glory of martyrs, because roses and martyrs 

share the qualities of beauty, tenderness, and purity (Huizinga 236-237). As Huizinga 

wrote of medieval symbolism, "The connection is not a link between cause and effect, 

but one of meaning and purpose" (Huizinga 236). 

Symbols were arranged through a complex series of hierarchies. Just as society 

was distributed into hierarchies of clergy, nobility, and peasantry, all of nature was 

distributed into similar hierarchies; and, because nature was seen as a system of 

hierarchies, the fact that society was organized in that fashion seemed natural. All 

manners of things were arranged from highest to lowest: flowers, trees, animals, stones 

(Le Goff 332). At the top of all hierarchies was, of course, God, and shortly below were 

God's representative on earth, whether that be the Pope or, later, the King. 

Because much thought tended towards the analogic, symbolic, and hierarchical, 

what is currently labeled "critical thought" hardly existed. Medieval thought systems 

worked in ways that made belief, either to folk traditions or the teachings of the Church, 

much more acceptable than it is in the contemporary British mentality. The Church, by 

defining the hierarchies for medieval thought, held a great deal of cultural influence 

throughout the era of the Corpus Christi plays, even though that influence was beginning 

to wane; the teachings of the Church still acted, basically, as the accepted form of reality. 

That version of reality was, in turn, acted out by the various rituals in which the Church 

involved communities. The systems of thought, therefore, acted to strengthen the cultural 
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power of the Church and make it a very strong, gravitational center within the medieval 

British mentality. 

Huizinga also suggests that within medieval culture, seriousness and play were 

blended. Religious celebrations would have feasting, dancing and games associated with 

them, but Huizinga lists several more shocking examples, including the fact that one of 

the military encampments of Charles the Bold was set up as a country fair, "complete 

with galleries and gardens" (285-286). Religious piety was important to the civic centers 

that put on Corpus Christi plays, but that religious piety was much different than the 

penitent piety of both the Reformation and Counter-Reformation; high gravity and high 

frivolity often overlapped in medieval cultural productions. 

Though this introduction to the medieval mentality was necessarily brief, it does 

provide our foundation for understanding how medieval British audiences would have 

viewed the Corpus Christi plays. How audiences reacted to various on-stage 

characterizations were heavily informed by their mentalities surrounding conceptions of 

"selves;" appreciation of the plays themselves might reflect how well its teachings on 

time and reality were received. Actual documentary evidence of audience reaction to the 

Corpus Christi plays is thin, but the evidence that exists provides some important facts in 

how the Corpus Christi plays were produced and then read by audiences. 

First of all, because of the length of time the plays were performed—over two-

hundred years in Britain—we may guess that the plays were very popular. There are only 

a handful of surviving audience reactions to the plays, however, and those reactions are 

contradictory about the impact of the plays. John de Bromyard, mentioned earlier, and a 
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few other audience members, including the anonymous author of A Treatise on playing 

miracles, saw the plays as unholy and reacted in highly negative ways. Because their 

arguments against the plays tended to argue from an ethical rather than an aesthetic 

viewpoint, there is not much evidence about what specific performances were actually 

like. The author of A Treatise on plaving miracles does say that the pageants "are played 

with great pleasure and set forth great enjoyment" (qtd. in Tydeman, Medieval 261), and 

both that author and Bromyard complain that the plays indulge too many "bodily" 

pleasures such as dancing (260-262). Therefore, we at least know that the performances 

of the Corpus Christi plays were highly celebratory and were associated with feasting and 

dancing. 

Positive reviews of the Corpus Christi plays also tended to argue from the ethical 

point of view; indeed, many positive responses to the plays seem to have been written to 

counter the negative charges. The anonymous author of Dives and Pauper argues that 

plays are "legitimate" as long as it is remembered that the plays exist to increase devotion 

to God and the Church (qtd. in Tydeman, Medieval 263). Again, though, these positive 

defenses are not reactions to actual performances of the plays but the institution of the 

plays themselves. Only general ideas can be formed from both of these sources. These 

writers do emphasize, though, that there was an expectation that the purpose of the plays 

was more to teach than to please, that ethical concerns would take precedence over 

aesthetic concerns. 

On the other hand, the fact that there was feasting and dancing at the plays shows 

that some portion of the audience enjoyed the pageants from a visceral and aesthetic 
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level. For that audience, the plays were enjoyable for at least the celebratory mood that 

was attendant to the production. All of this evidence shows that different groups in the 

audience interpreted the plays quite differently, and that there was a good deal of tension 

between those communities of audience members. 

A greater amount of evidence lay in written accounts of putting the pageants on: 

cost lists, orders for scripts to be provided, and sundry paperwork associated with putting 

a production together. This evidence, while scant, does provide some basis for 

understanding how the medieval British mentality influenced the production and 

reception of the plays. 

The plays themselves were seen as enhancing the reputation of the wide 

community of the city putting on the play, not just for the craft gilds putting on each 

pageant. It does not seem, for instance, that actors in a certain craft's pageant had to be 

members of that craft. Records about casting from York, 1476, ordered that four of the 

most "skillful" players in the city search for the best players to play the pageants. Actors 

"inadequate in either skill, voice, or presence to discharge" were to be sent away (qtd. in 

Tydeman, Medieval 251). The same notice shows that competition for good players must 

have been fierce, since it decrees that an actor can participate in, at maximum, two 

pageants over the course of the day (251). A record from Coventry, dated between 1553 

to 1555, tells of a prisoner who was released from prison to take part in the plays (252), a 

further clue to how important good players were to the productions. 

The York casting notice also gives some clues as to what was considered 

important in acting, namely skill, voice, and presence. This tends to suggest that acting 



38 

in the plays was meant to follow the oral-rhetorical traditions that much medieval acting 

is surmised to have followed. Because of how the pageants were written, often several 

different performers played the same character in a play; in all surviving mystery play 

cycles, Jesus would have been played by dozens of different actors over the course of the 

day. Audiences probably judged between the different performers, deciding who played 

the part best that day. Evidence for this comes from a letter from Suffolk in 1478, which 

notes that the Duke of Suffolk played Herod better than anyone else that day (Tydeman, 

Medieval 252)."^ Herod and Pilate were the best known parts, since both of those parts 

usually involved a large amount of invective speech and accompanying gesture, which is 

complimented by the oral-rhetorical acting style. One may conjecture the existence of 

lines of business within the plays—women roles were played by young men^ (Twycross 

43) and one can imagine there being quite a different type between a "Jesus" and a 

"Herod"—^but because there is not much evidence relating to this issue, it remains 

conjecture. In any case, the relation between the "identity" of the character and the 

"identity" of an actor remained weak. While it was expected that, while on stage, an 

actor should be identified as a character (Tydeman, Medieval 253), the fact that the same 

character would be played by a different actor in the next pageant suggests that such an 

That a nobleman was considered the best actor might also be a clue as to how audiences perceived the 
social stratification amongst players. 
^ While women evidently played in Robin and Marian plays (Tydeman, Medieval 651), there is no 
evidence that women actresses appeared in productions of the mystery cycles (Marshall 309; Harris 150). 
Richard Rastall, analyzing the songs that have survived from the Coventry cycle notes that the two carols 
are to be sung by three shepherds and three mothers of slaughtered Irmocents, and yet are scored for the 
same three voices, suggesting that the same three men would have played both the male and female parts 
(204), creating more evidence to believe that women were played by men within productions of mystery 
cycles. 
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identification was much weaker than the actor/character identification in theatre 

productions in contemporary Britain (Twycross 42). 

Evidence about costumes and special effects also suggest meanings that the 

medieval audience was meant to read. The costumes constructed for the Corpus Christi 

plays were not "everyday" wear, but rather spectacular fashions designed to give a sense 

of the majesty of the characters in the productions: furred robes, crests and scepters 

(Tydeman, Medieval 254-255), the kind of fashion worn only by the nobility and the 

upper tier of the craft masters within medieval Britain. Medieval audiences would have 

understood such characters to be exalted, characters of the highest social station. The 

costuming thus reflected the belief that events portrayed in the Corpus Christi plays were 

exalted, far more important in time than the contemporary age. Many of the 

performances are believed to have featured fantastic special effects, especially utilizing 

P5Totechnics (Twycross 53) or ascension machinery (Tydeman, Medieval 257). Such 

effects would have emphasized not only the supernatural events in the pageants, but also 

that the period portrayed in the pageants was a miraculous age. In short, costuming and 

effects worked to heighten and exalt the "reality" of the plays, reflecting the sense of 

historical weight that Christian society placed on the events and ideas portrayed in the 

Corpus Christi plays. 

Evidence suggests that play texts changed slowly over time and were the 

accumulated work of several writers (Beadle "York cycle" 88). Pageant wagons were 

saved from year to year, as were costumes (Twycross 46). Therefore, instead of a vastly 

different production from year to year, the Corpus Christi plays were more traditional and 



40 

stable. Audience expectations would have been shaped by the performances of preceding 

years. Teachings from the Church would have also helped to form audience 

expectations, since the plays either portrayed the history of the world with an emphasis 

on the life of Christ or important episodes from the Nicene Creed. The texts themselves 

were as closed as one could imagine—^they were not meant to create diverse points of 

view but rather to make more firm the audiences' conviction in a singular orthodox truth, 

the Church's truth, though there were differences of opinion on how effective the mystery 

cycles were as vehicles of education and devotion. Too, because of the small size of all 

of the civic centers that put on plays, surely a large portion of the population would have 

been aware of specific preparations for a given year's performance. 

While medieval theatre is often referred to as "non-illusionistic," there was at 

least some sense that plays should create a separate reality, different—and in the case of 

Corpus Christi plays, higher—than everyday reality. The events that Corpus Christi 

plays presented were not only believed to have been merely historical, but rather the most 

significant events in all of world history. At some level, the plays were a form of 

communal ritual, meant to make the life of Christ real again, in much the same way that 

the Eucharist during Mass—the ritual that the plays were originally meant to celebrate— 

made Christ real again. That communities devoted so much time and resources to this 

ritual shows that it lay at the heart of medieval British cultural life, that this salvation 

ritual was surely a strongly gravitational center within the medieval British mentality. 
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3. THE CONTEMPORARY BRITISH MENTALITY 

In 1998, Prime Minister Tony Blair and his re-invigorated political party of "New 

Labour" began a campaign to "rebrand" the nation of Britain, focusing on ideas summed 

up with the slogan "Cool Britannia" (Behlmer 3). Instead of being focused on a "stiff 

past, Britain would concentrate on its "hip" future, and the image Britain had in the world 

community would change accordingly. The campaign, however, proved a disaster, with a 

massive backlash from a diverse set of opponents. New Labour wanted to create a 

greater sense of communalism across the country, an identity that reinforced the 

traditional identity of the nation-state while embracing both ethnic groups in Britain and 

the regional diversities across the country (Driver 462), even though there was a great 

deal of tension among these identities. The "Cool Britannia" movement used symbolism 

of "traditional" Britishness such as a bulldog, a dog whose unyielding, tough countenance 

has often been symbolically associated with the British character. At the same time, Blair 

emphasized creativity for new job creation, in an attempt both to move Britain into the 

information economy and to increase Britain's presence in culture industries, calling the 

British "one of the great innovative peoples" (465). The attempt to simultaneously 

emphasize both stodgy traditionalism and information-age-paced creativity struck some 

critics as incongruous (464). 

The administration built the "Millennium Dome" in the center of London as a 

symbol of technological progress; the building itself was a "critical and commercial 

failure" (Driver 465). With its mix of traditional values such as the importance of the 

nuclear family against the values of "hipness" and artistic creativity, the "Cool Britannia" 
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project offended both ends of the pohtical continuum. There are two lessons from this 

episode useful for examining the contemporary British mentality: first, that the 

contemporary British mentality has a strong focus on issues of identity and a belief that 

identity, or at least projections of identity, can be changed through a willed change of 

image; and secondly, that the past of Britain is very important within its contemporary 

mentality. 

If a sense of singularity, an ideal towards the universal, was a mark of the 

medieval British mentality, then diversity is a mark of the contemporary British 

mentality. Britain is becoming an ethnically diverse country, especially compared to the 

rest of Europe, with 5.5% of the population identifying themselves as non-White (Smyth 

244); this, of course, does not include white immigrants who have come to reside in the 

country, mostly from Australia and Poland (Storry 16), because the national census 

divides minorities by race and not national background. There are more practicing 

Roman Catholics in Britain now than there are registered Anglicans, and there are as 

many Muslims as there are Presbyterians (Cusick 283). But even among the majority 

white British, there is a great sense of cultural change. Since the Second World War, 

many women have entered the nation's workforce (Garrett 139); there is a wider 

acceptance of gay and lesbian relationships (Abercrombie 211); immigration to England 

has increased (Storry 16); and many writers either celebrate or bemoan the fact that 

"traditional" Britain seems to be changing. While New Labour attempted to create the 

top-down branding of "Cool Britaimia," large social change in Britain is occurring from 

the bottom up. 
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All of these questions, though, about immigration, religion, women in the 

workplace, and sexual relations are contextualized much differently than they would have 

been by medieval Britons. The reason such issues are so heated in contemporary Britain 

is because there is a constant societal push to define a sense of national "identity." "Cool 

Britannia" was an attempt by Labour party leaders to redefine the British "identity" as hip 

and artistically creative. Other cultural forces in Britain want to reinforce the identity of 

the unyielding, bulldog-ish Britain, an identity which the Labour party, through the 

symbolism of the bulldog, also promoted. All of these efforts are commonly based on the 

metaphor of a nation-state acting as a large "self." The fact that such a metaphor—that 

groups of any number of people can be thought of as "selves" with constituent characters 

or "personalities"—is so prevalent and unquestioned in society shows that it is a strong 

center within the contemporary British mentality. Indeed, the ability to think outside of 

this metaphor is probably difficult for many contemporary Britons. 

Because of the stress on identity in the contemporary British mentality, concepts 

about self are very influential to how contemporary Britons think. Nearly any cultural 

activity can be seen as an attribute of a "self: what kind of music is listened to, what 

kind of clothes are worn, what language is spoken, what food is eaten, what career is 

worked at, what church is visited (or not visited). In the contemporary mentality, all of 

these choices are seen as matters of personal preference that, in turn, define what kind of 

person one is. Groups form around cultural preferences—people who like certain kinds 

of music congregate, those who do not speak English or who speak a variation of 

standard England live together, making up a neighborhood—and a "self is associated 
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with each of these groups and, by extension, that group-self is associated back to the 

individuals who populate the groups. A sense of identity is conferred upon larger and 

larger groups. Furthermore, this sense of cultural activity and preference acting as an 

attribute of the self creates a corresponding sense of massive cultural diversity; the 

medieval ideals relating to universality have eroded considerably. Cultural preferences 

are intended to create a sense that individuals are fairly heterogeneous. 

Scholar Sarah Thornton has provided a detailed example of how identity 

construction works in her study of raves and clubs, which were very popular in Britain in 

the mid-1990s. According to Thornton, groups visit clubs because that particular club is 

to their taste. However, certain clubs become more popular, gain what Thornton dubs 

"subcultural capital," based on certain hierarchical criteria. Clubbers, for instance, define 

themselves as "hip," in opposition to what clubbers perceive as the "mainstream" (5). 

However, the concept of the "mainstream" acts not as a positive definition of a group, but 

rather a fantasized cultural identity that ravers want to define themselves against (93). 

Indeed, since more Britons attend these events than sports events, movies, or "live arts" 

combined (Thornton 14-15), it might even be said that ravers themselves form a 

"mainstream" British group. Raves and clubs, therefore, act as a place where patrons can 

reimagine their identities. Class, still one of the most unchangeable elements of identity 

that Britons recognize, is often subverted at clubs and raves. Some upper-class clubbers 

go so far as to "adopt working-class accents" during the years that they club to hide their 

real class (12). The clubs and raves themselves, because of the tj^es of music they play, 

attract certain crowds and thus confer an identity back to the group that patronizes them. 
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The popularity of raves and clubs in Britain springs from the importance the youth place 

on the ability to fantasize and reformulate identities within these environments. 

Clubs and raves are only a single example of institutions in Britain that assist in 

formulating identities. Even religion provides such identity functions. Only 14.4% of the 

adult population in Britain is a member of any church at all (Cusick 284) and that 

percentage is in decline as it has been for decades. However, church attendance has been 

replaced by several other activities that relate to religion. Many British subscribe to a 

"passive Christianity." Sociologist Edmund Cusick writes, "the contradiction at the heart 

of Christianity in Britain is that while most of the population believe themselves to be in 

some sense Christian, they have no commitment to, little knowledge of or belief in, 

things that the Church regards as central to Christianity" (288). One English woman, in 

an editorial letter to The Guardian, wrote "I was brought up in the Church of England, 

and although I don't think I ever believed, I was perfectly prepared to attend irregularly 

and contemplate my spiritual failings [...] [N]ow there is no place for quiet, thinking 

non-believers who are prepared to conform" (qtd. in Chancellor). Among several cultural 

strata, but especially affecting British youth, there are the "New Agers," people who are 

devoted to spirituality but want to approach religion individually, not as part of an 

institution. The beliefs of "New Age"-ism are culled from a variety of religions, 

including the belief in reincarnation from Hinduism, interest in Kabbalah from Judaism, 

or recreations of rituals imagined to date from pre-Christian pagan/Druidic Britain 

(Cusick 300-301). As there is no institution, there is no orthodoxy; an individual can 

practice certain beliefs and disregard others—the form of "New Age" beliefs are defined 
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by each individual practicing it. Unlike contemporary Christianity, which is associated 

with traditional social authority in Britain, "New Age"-ism is associated with the young 

and disaffected (303). In short, how contemporary Britons relate to religion is very 

different, as the focus of religion is different from medieval counterparts: in the Middle 

Ages, the focus was on the religious structures in society, while in contemporary Britain, 

religion is another way for the individual to further define the concerns within their 

identity (310-311). 

Because concepts of self are so important to contemporary Britons, the concept of 

community has become more fragmented. A person in the Middle Ages might have 

belonged to several communities, but they were seen in a great hierarchy: the family, the 

craft, the city, the ethnicity, and, largest and most important of all, the grand community 

of the Church. Today, a British person may also belong to several communities, but 

those communities are not arranged hierarchically but are rather seen as contending 

extensions of identity (cf Storry 3; Alibhai-Brown 271). Because of this, a contemporary 

Briton's relation to various communities is complex, a negotiation among the different 

identities that each community confers back to the individual, a negotiation that often 

depends on the momentary social context. Several examples can be found of this 

negotiation with culture. Journalist Yasmin Alibhai-Brown interviewed many British 

minorities for her book on ethnicity. Who Do We Think We Are? One of her 

interviewees, Sonara, a second-generation Briton whose parents came from India, gives a 

forthright description of communal-cultural choice: 

Why is [the] present [of white Britons] my fiiture? My parents' generation were 
completely uncritical of Great Britain as they call it. People like me are opposite 
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because we have grown up here and we see through their fagade. They carry on 
destroying the world. I see them drowning in drugs, divorce and depression [...] 
Why should I take this road in the name of progress? I may gain some 
independence, but I will enter a jungle where nobody owes anybody anything. At 
present I have a choice [...] I have something they don't have and I will fight to 
keep it. Itismy way of belonging too, otherwise who am I? (qtd. in Alibhai-
Brown 31) 

Sonara, as an individual, is choosing which communities she will belong to and which 

she will not belong to; while she rejects certain portions of contemporary British culture, 

she has accepted the importance of the self in relation to the surrounding community. 

Another example of the changes in community can be taken from accounts of the 

year-long miner's strike in 1984 and 1985—a strike which provided imagery for "The 

Harrowing of Hell" episode of The Mvsteries. Since the strike lasted so long, with 

almost the entire male population of villages sitting out work, there was a great economic 

hardship. This hardship led the striking miners to "rediscover" a sense of community that 

many felt had been lost. Family and civic bonds became more important as grandparents 

gave their children the food or money to pay bills so the miners could make it through the 

strike. One miner interviewed said, "Community's a lot closer. Before the strike 

everybody had money in their purse and went about their own business. Now we stop 

and talk for hours on the street. Community's back together like it were years ago" (qtd. 

in Samuel, Enemv 10). Because of the greater diversity within contemporary British 

culture, there is a belief that a greater sense of community has been lost, though 

disruption of the people's economic lives lead to the conditions where that sense of 

community is recreated. It is also important to point out that mentality can change 

drastically within even an individual's lifetime, such that they remember how a different 
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mentality used to operate. Even a production, such as The Mysteries, which was 

performed in 1984 and then again 1999 in the same theatre and by nearly the same team 

of creative personnel, was viewed differently in 1999 because the British mentality had 

shifted in several ways since 1984; this constant shifting seems to be even more prevalent 

in the contemporary era and must be acknowledged when analyzing mentalities. 

The greater sense of fragmentation and diversity within British culture has, in 

turn, affected how contemporary Britons perceive and relate to time. Especially among 

the more elderly portions of the population, there is a heavy nostalgia for the past. Since 

the 1970s, a great increase has been seen in the amount of money British tourists spend 

visiting attractions that symbolize British history (Cusick 306). This extends to almost all 

phases of that history: Chester hires actors to play Roman Centurions, York has a tourist 

district devoted to the Viking invasions, London is home to the rebuilt Elizabethan 

theatre of the Globe, and British television has gone through phases of focusing on Jane 

Austen's pre-Romantic Britain or Britain in World War II with such shows as Dad's 

Armv (Cusick 307-309). Many of the most important theatrical works of the 

contemporary period in Britain carry this idea of nostalgia. John Osborne's Look Back 

In Anger, while written in the 1950s, expresses a sense of loss and nostalgia that still 

exists in Britain. Michael Woolf writes how the play portrays "a ftitile retreat from the 

banalities of the present towards the secure comforts of a mj^hologised past in which 

everything was 'purple and golden'" (95). The longing for the past is a strong thread 

within the contemporary mentality. Chester and York have used this nostalgia to their 

economic advantage. Since both cities still have neighborhoods which survived from the 
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era of the Corpus Christi cycles, and since both cities also have complete extant Corpus 

Christi cycles, restagings of the cycles have been contributions to the local heritage 

industry—a fact that will be examined in more detail later. 

Often associated with those who promote British heritage is an attempt to 

resurrect "traditional" British cultural identity, a return to more "heroic" ages in British 

history such as the Elizabethan period when the country became an ascendant European 

power and began colonization, the Victorian period when the British empire was at its 

largest, or even fabled Arthurian Britain, at the beginning of the Middle Ages. At the 

same time, there are those groups who fight the "heritage" movement, "heritage-baiters," 

as historian Raphael Samuelson calls them, who believe that the "British heritage 

industry is a loathsome collection of theme parks and dead values" (qtd. in Samuel, 

Theatres 260). These opponents of heritage argued that it would calcify British cultural 

life, declaring that "'heritage' is a sore on the body politic, reinforcing, or imposing, a 

reactionary version of the national past; feed on the fantasies of vanished supremacies; 

ministering to nostalgia for a time that never was" (Samuel, Theatres 262). The role of 

the past within contemporary British life is thus highly contested. 

How contemporary Britons relate to space and geography is also heavily related 

to concepts of self and identity. Not only the nation-state of Britain is seen as having an 

identity, but also counties and cities. Britain, of course, is made up of four distinct areas: 

England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland; each of these areas has an associated 

identity. Ethnic groups that have immigrated to Britain—often because their ancestors 

were subjects of the British empire—tend to form ethnic neighborhoods in cities (Smyth 
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259); in some local areas, such as Newham (a neighborhood of London), 60% of the 

population is made up of ethnic minorities (Alibhai-Brown 2, 275). Where one lives, 

therefore, becomes an issue of who one is. Many people who work in major metropolitan 

areas have moved into old village cottages, because those cottages are associated with a 

close-knit, less busy society for which urban workers feel nostalgic (Childs 70-71). 

British planners have even created towns, such as the town of Milton Keynes, designed to 

be the epitome of efficient, high-tech, "American" living (68-69), to confer a new kind of 

identity on inhabitants. Private home ownership has been on the rise in Britain since the 

1980s (Abercrombie 318); this makes sense since not only government programs pushed 

for more home ownership in that period but also the emphasis on identity leads people to 

want to own a space where they can express their identities. Heritage sites, most notably 

Stonehenge, have become centers of negotiation of identity as "New Age"-ists and 

British traditionalists argue over what the meaning of the site is. Using space to mark 

and express identity is very important within contemporary Britain. 

Technology has also contributed to changes in how space is organized in 

contemporary Britain. The planners for the town of Milton Keynes built the town close 

to by-passes (Childs 68) so the city would be highly accessible to those who travel by car; 

indeed, commutes to planned communities like Milton KejTies or to older villages would 

be impossible without cars and a modem highway system. Modem travel has also made 

immigration to Britain much easier. Whereas in medieval Britain, little travel occurred 

from community to community, in contemporary Britain, people and goods can easily go 

vast distances. Modem communications technology, such as the phone system. 
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television, and the Internet have increased the possibilities for connections over larger 

geographical areas. Television, especially, wields a large cultural influence in 

contemporary Britain. In the 1991 TOM Attitudes to Advertising Survey, television 

programs were the most talked about topic between friends. Forty-eight percent of 

respondents replied that they talked about television with their friends, more than the cost 

of living (43%) or bringing up children (26%) (Storry 5). Television and other 

communication technologies have made it easier for Britain to connect to the rest of the 

world. Countries from other parts of the world can likewise make an impact on British 

culture through the use of these communication technologies. America has become very 

influential in Britain by exporting cultural capital (Dawson 317-319). British television 

broadcasts American shows; British youth wear American fashion; Milton Keynes was 

meant to model the "best" of American suburban planning. This American cultural 

influence has made the effort to discover a cohesive national identity in Britain more 

urgent. 

Based on all of these facts, one may question if there are any central "structures of 

truth" that operate within the contemporary British mentality. Because of the importance 

of the self within the mentality, truth is considered to be more subjective, but there are 

strong structures of truth within the mentality. Important to such structures are the 

concept that truth must be known empirically; what is considered most "true" in the 

contemporary British mentality are those facts that can be measured and counted. In 

medieval Britain, hardly any statistics existed; statistics that do exist now are modem 

"staticizations" of medieval data, but even that data is difficult to find. Writers in 
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contemporary Britain, on the other hand, often turn to statistics to prove their points or 

even to understand situations. Understanding the popularity of religion or the impact of 

ethnic immigration in Britain is accomplished not through anecdotal models but through 

countable, empirical data. Statistics are especially important as they create a sense of 

homogenized groups within surveyed pools; they create a more abstract vision of major 

cultural issues, simplifying inherent diversity. 

The fact that empirical models such as statistics are so highly regarded is a sign of 

skepticism within modem British thought. If the structures of the medieval mentality 

engendered belief, the structures of contemporary British mentality tend to do just the 

opposite. With the statistic that only 14.4% of contemporary British go to church 

regularly, there is the underlying assumption that some organization (in this case, the 

British census bureau) worked to poll a group of people about their religious activities. 

Effort was expended to count and measure the quantity of some element within current 

actuality—this is the essence of empiricism. The effect of belief in such structures of 

truth again gives importance to the self and the individual. Instead of trusting the 

institution of the Church to give orthodoxy, each individual could conceivably go out and 

carry the same kinds of measurements on a sample group and find the truth out for 

themselves. This need not be confined to empiricism, either. The paths to truth 

embraced by "New Age"-ists are defined by individual practices and preferences. 

Television and film, both popular in Britain, create the sense that the viewer has 

witnessed the event first-hand, instead of being told about it through other sources. All of 

these sources of truth give the structure of truth to the individual; one person need not 
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trust another's definition of the structures of truth since that one person can experience 

the truth for him- or herself 

Much has changed in contemporary Britain from medieval Britain, especially in 

terms of mentality. It is obvious, then, that how audiences perceive plays, and especially 

the mystery cycles, has changed deeply. In medieval Britain, much of the population of a 

civic center putting on a mystery play would have either participated or been spectators to 

the plays. In contemporary Britain, though, the number of theatre-goers has decreased, 

such that only a small sub-section of the population goes to theatre. Peter Lathan, writing 

for British Theatre Guide, writes of how non theatre-goers perceive of theatre: "They 

think it's middle class (even a bit 'posh'), intellectual, expensive, unrealistic. [H]ave a 

good look at the audience. Listen to them, to their accents, to the things they talk about. 

Look at how they dress. What proportion are not middle class / managerial / 

professional?" The fact that theatre-going is associated with a kind of cultural identity— 

to the exclusion of other cultural identities—works against it in terms of attendance. 

Furthermore, the audience that attends the performance of a mystery play may have a 

very different cultural identity than the audience that attends more traditional forms of 

theatre. Because mystery plays often make appeals to British heritage, the audiences who 

attend those performances are often quite different than typical contemporary theatre

goers who want to view new "innovative" plays or technologically advanced commercial 

productions, such as musicals on the West End. 

Issues of identity also affect how the audience perceives not only the other 

members of the audience but also the play itself; audiences tj^ically demand that there be 
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some connection, some sharing of identity, with the characters and actions taking place 

on stage. Enjoyment of a play is often expressed in how well that connection was 

achieved, and as such, the ultimate judgment of a play lies with each individual viewing 

it. The most successful theatre productions in Britain make use of these trends, however. 

Some pla5wrights, such as Ayub Khan-Din, write about groups on the margins of British 

society, where identity is a much more ambiguous term (Woolf 118); by using the 

audience's tendency towards identification with characters, a link between mainstream 

British culture and various subcultures can be created. The playwright Alan Bennett has 

written plays with the goal of creating "audience sjTnpathy for historical characters who 

[...] are seen as traitors," with the goal of creating empathy for "the human condition" 

(107). 

How audiences react to the Corpus Christi cycles is indeed interesting. The plays 

were written for the most part not to create a sense of identification with the audience 

members, but rather to give moral instruction. Performers of Pilate and Herod may have 

been admired, but the audience surely would not have identified with them; nor, really, 

would the audience have identified with performers playing God and Jesus. There is 

often a split, in modem productions, between emphasizing the religious quality of the 

work or seeing the plays as "good theatre" in their own right. Two productions illustrate 

the different approaches that contemporary directors take with this material. Mike Tyler, 

who was the overseeing director of the 2002 York Mysteries, wrote of the plays, 

"Speaking again for me personally and for a substantial number of the performers and 

directors, it is important to recognise that we are telling a specifically Christian story," 
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though he also noted that even some atheists were involved in the production and would 

not have classified the purpose of the production as "theologizing." Madeline Frost, who 

directed a contemporary version of the mystery cycles in Lichfield in the summer of 

2003, wrote of the plays, "we felt that we were telling a great story, which just happened 

to have its basis in a Christian text"; religion and theology were not emphasized in her 

approach to the play, nor did she believe them to be emphasized by the audience, who she 

said just wanted to see "a great show" (Frost). Naturally, the growing emphasis on 

heritage within British culture also affects responses to the plays. Especially in York and 

Chester, the reemergence of the plays in the 1950s created a sense of communal nostalgia 

for the late Middle Ages. On those occasions, audiences typically demand that the play 

be carried out in a way that is "authentic," that is true to the past, in an effort to ritually 

recreate the moment of heritage. For instance, when the York plays were revived 

beginning in 1951, they were typically played within the ruins of St. Mary's Abbey, 

which had been bombed out in World War II. Over the years, that site became associated 

with the plays, even though, as previously discussed, during the Middle Ages, the plays 

appeared on pageant wagons. However, in 1992, the plays were brought inside the 

Theatre Royal, an act which caused widespread outrage in York. As Sarah Beckwith 

reports, "The Yorkshire Evening Post records letter after irate letter protesting the lack of 

tragedy, reverence, and power of the production, and many of the letters were exclusively 

concerned with the absence of the abbey ruins as set and backdrop" (10). Audiences 

were reacting to what they viewed as a lack of "authenticity," when the element that they 

missed was not, in fact, true to the original productions at all. Outrage was even greater 
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in 1996 when the director of the York cycle cast a local York shop-owner, Ruth Ford, to 

play God (161); that a woman would be cast as the Christian God struck many as highly 

offensive. As can be gathered from this evidence, a certain portion of the audience for 

these plays do attend for the religious context, and any breaking away from what is 

considered orthodox, either in playing style or in theological implication, causes great 

displeasure. 

Theatre audiences have changed since the Corpus Christi era, and yet the British 

mystery cycles have remained fascinating for British directors, for a variety of reasons— 

religious ardor, the feeling of community associated with the original productions, or 

even the sense of ritual within the plays themselves. Contemporary directors of mystery 

plays come with a contemporary mentality; they often want to create a production with its 

own "identity." But at the same time, they often want to recreate some portion of the 

medieval mentality that the plays still have within them. The following chapters will 

explore how two productions—the 1998 York production on pageant wagons in York, 

and the 1984 production of Tony Harrison's The Mvsteries—work to bridge the distance 

between the contemporary and medieval British mentalities, and how audiences reacted 

to each of those bridges. That two such vastly different productions could have come 

from similar goals illustrates how many creative ways there are to bridge the "mentality 

gap." 
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4. THE 1998 YORK REVIVAL 

The 1998 presentation of the York Mystery Plays was promoted as the first guild 

production since 1569 (York'). A member of the York Guild of Merchant Adventurers, 

Philip Bowman, stated that the mystery plays "were reclaimed by the people of York" 

during that production (qtd. in Oakshott 270). The 1998 production was meant to be a 

communal act, a presentation put together by local groups to raise community awareness 

within York. Such an ideal may seem simple; indeed, since the revival of the York 

mysteries in 1951, the goal has always been to strengthen the community of York. At the 

same time, though, the revivals of the York mysteries have been wrapped up with the 

heritage of the plays themselves. 

The revivals are recreations of a time when York was a powerful industrial center 

in England, and they act almost as a way to resurrect that heritage. This is very much 

present within the 1998 production: the pageants were put on with the help of various city 

guilds, and each pageant was acted out on pageant wagons that trailed their way around 

York. The production acted as a ritual reconnection with the past of York. This 

approach gave the production its unique flavor: it was the effort, from within a 

contemporary British mentality, to attempt an escape from that mentality and to rebuild 

the medieval British mentality. A "mentality gap" was not meant to exist within the 

production, and yet, because it was produced within a contemporary British mentality for 

audience members of that mentality, it inevitably creates that gap. The 1998 production 

of the York mysteries brings to the forefront the complex interrelation between the 

mentalities of the text and the production. In this chapter, that complex interrelation will 
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be examined by tracking the history of the mystery play revivals in York since 1951, 

closely detailing how director Jane Oakshott worked to create authenticity within the 

1998 production, and analyzing how the emphasis on authenticity worked as a strategy to 

overcome the "mentality gap." 

York has a half-century of a revival tradition, making it one of the longest revival 

traditions of Mystery Plays in Britain.^ 1951 saw the first production of the York plays 

since plays on religious subjects were banned by Queen Elizabeth in 1569. A number of 

factors came together to make the revivals possible. First, there had been increasing 

interest in medieval drama since the late Victorian age. By the 1930s, a number of new 

dramas, set in medieval England and dealing with religious themes, were being written, 

the most famous being T. S. Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral from 1935 (Elliott 56). 

Second, in 1949, the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Scarborough, overturned two centuries of 

censorship precedent by announcing that since the York Mystery Cycle was composed 

before the institution of the Lord Chamberlain's office in 1737, productions of them were 

outside his jurisdiction (75); this was a radical change in precedent from Scarborough's 

predecessors. Finally, a Festival of Britain was held in 1951 to commemorate the Great 

Exhibition of a hundred years earlier. In 1951, Britain was still rebuilding from the 

devastation of World War II; furthermore, it was beginning to lose its colonies to 

independence movements. It was therefore hoped that the festival would act as a way of 

remaking the identity of Britain as it entered into the second half of the twentieth century 

^ Chester deserves honorable mention; a production of its Mystery Cycle opened two weeks after the 1951 
York revival opened, but due to the fact it was more "amateur" than the York production, it failed to gain a 
similar amount of attention (Elliott 102). 
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(Beckwith 5-7). To remake that identity, the Festival worked in two contradictory ways. 

On the one hand, it celebrated the modem improvements made by the Labour 

government at the time and represented Britain as jumping into the future. On the other 

hand, it represented Britain in nationalistic terms, emphasizing the importance of 

Britain's past (5-6). Each city in Britain would take part in the festival to lead Britain to 

a new and glorious future in spite of its problems. 

Putting on productions of religious drama was a concerted effort of the Festival 

Organizers (Elliott 73). York had been preparing to put on a version of its mystery cycle 

since 1949 (74-75). The Festival of Britain therefore gave York its chance to produce the 

plays; furthermore, the plays would gain national attention since they were the major 

contribution from York to the Festival. Canon J. S. Purvis adapted the script (75) and E. 

Martin Brovme, who had passed up a call to ordination to become a theatre director (58), 

was to be director and producer. 

The 1951 production was not meant to be a recreation of the original staging of 

the plays. The setting was not the streets of York, but rather the ruins of St. Mary's 

Abbey, which had been bombed during the Battle for Britain in World War II. The 

designer, Norah Lamboume, used the famous Valenciennes set as a model for how stage 

space would be used in the production (78). The text of the production was an 

adaptation; Canon Purvis cut all non-scriptural episodes from the original plays (78) and 

made changes he felt were important for a modem audience, especially softening the 

scourging and cracifixion scenes, episodes thought to have been written by the York 

Realist (76-77). However, like the original productions, the revival was meant to be a 
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religious drama, intended to promote Christianity, ha casting, Browne announced that 

"only persons who sincerely believe in Christian doctrine" would be cast (qtd. in Elliott 

77). The setting of the ruined abbey was meant to create a devotional feeling. Many of 

those who worked on the plays wanted to create a way for modem, skeptical audiences to 

appreciate and learn from this religious drama. 

A major impetus to the strengthening of religious life in York was provided by 

sociologist B. Seebohm Rowntree, a son of the wealthiest family in York. In 1941 and 

1951, he wrote two reports on the waning of spiritual life in York. Both of these reports 

noted that communal feeling was being eroded and that the industrial classes in York 

were prey to "[djrunkenness, divorce, crime, gambling, fornication, boredom, despair, 

and suicide" (Elliott 72). Rowntree further suggested that the York mysteries could be 

used to revive not only the communal ties within the city but increase the moral life of 

the city. Clearly, the revival of civic and religious ties were a goal of the 1951 

production. 

The 1951 production was highly successful—all fifteen performances sold out 

and the BBC broadcast a performance (Elliott 81). The production even turned a profit, 

one of the few celebrations in the Festival of Britain to do so (82). Due to this success, it 

was decided to revive the plays every three or four years. E. Martin Browne participated 

in several of the productions, recreating the religious atmosphere that he had originally 

fashioned in 1951. 

However, the 1950s and 1960s were a time of great societal change within Britain 

and directors after Browne wanted to reflect that change. In 1960, the revival was 
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directed by David Giles, who saw the mystery cycles as an example of epic drama in the 

Brechtian sense. He especially envisioned parallels between Brecht and the medieval 

dramatists because audiences of the medieval mystery cycles, much like the ideal 

audiences of Brecht plays, did not identify with the characters on stage as much as they 

received intellectual, moral instruction from the production itself The board producing 

the plays attempted to retain the Abbey as the site of performance, though Giles thought 

it was too romantic and nostalgic; in the end, Giles produced the revival at the Abbey but 

his designers created a set suggesting a battlefield. Several "alienation" effects were 

incorporated into the piece, such as Christ being crucified with his back to the audience 

(Elliott 88-89). The director of the 1976 performance, Jane Howell, wanted to create a 

"camivalistic" atmosphere to surround the plays, and to that end her production had giant 

puppets and the kind of amateurish acting that Howell imagined medieval casts would 

have had (97-98). However, both the Giles 1960 and Howell 1976 productions were less 

well attended than the years when there was a "heritage" production; Howell's 

production also proved to be a critical failure, especially by local critics who believed 

that the carnival atmosphere diminished the religious meaning of the plays (89-90, 98; 

National Centre). 

The backlashes against these productions led to attempts to reclaim tradition 

within the productions. In 1966, Martin Browne was again asked to direct (National 

Centre). In 1969, an even more radical step towards making the plays a form of heritage 

theatre for York was taken: the production was directed and designed by two local 

amateurs, Edward Taylor and Patrick Olsen. Their goal in the production was to retum 
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control of the York Mystery Cycle back to the citizens in York. Whereas earlier 

productions had hired professional actors from across Britain, all actors in the 1969 

production were from York, all of them amateurs (National Centre). This set up a major 

conflict for the civic bodies that produced the York mysteries. On the one hand, there 

were community constituents within York itself who wanted the plays to be produced 

with as much local talent as possible; for them, the York plays were an expression of the 

city's religious heritage. On the other hand, there were still constituents to the plays who 

wanted to create more modem, experimental productions, such as Giles' or Howell's 

productions. 

At the same time, academic interest in medieval drama increased. There were a 

number of improvements in scholarship of medieval plays during this period. Most 

notably, in 1978, the first volumes of the Records of Early English Drama (REED) were 

released (Vince 113), a systematic publication of the complete evidence relating to 

medieval English drama. The REED project continues today, with 33 volumes currently 

being compiled and readied for publication (Young). This effort has led to a great deal of 

new knowledge about how medieval drama worked in England. More students know 

about the plays now, as well; the Wakefield Second Shepherd's Plav has been widely 

anthologized and modem editions of many of the play cycles have been published. With 

this new knowledge of medieval British drama, scholars would want to experiment with 

how these plays actually worked in production, especially the mechanics of the 

processional pageant plays. 
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Historian Jane Oakshott was the first to attempt to direct the plays on wagons, 

producing the York Cycle at Leeds in 1975 (Hindley 293); a similar recreation occurred 

in Toronto in 1977. Both of these productions were academic experiments, learning 

experiences for those involved (Meredith 94). Indeed, since such processional 

productions had not been carried out since the late 1500s, there was a lot to be learned: 

that it was too dangerous for casts to stay on pageant wagons while they were moving, 

and that audiences had a great deal of freedom within performances, as they could stay in 

one station for the whole procession, wander off and come back later, or even trail a 

wagon around (94-95). These productions created the opportunity for later "original 

staging" productions, and in 1988, an original staging production of the York cycle took 

place on the streets of York (Beadle, "York cycle" 98). The experiment to put the plays 

back on the streets proved to be very popular; the York plays have yet to return to St. 

Mary's Abbey since 1988, having either been produced on wagons (as they were in 1988, 

1992,1998, and 2002) or inside York Minster (National Centre). By now, processional 

staging is no longer regarded as experimental; indeed, in some circles, it is regarded as 

the only way to make viable theatre from the mystery cycles. One writer stated that "it 

was a truly popular street theatre of a potential splendour powerful enough to transform 

the everyday street into a transcendental world" (Meredith 94); Jane Oakshott has spoken 

of how processional theatre strengthens communal ties in ways that proscenium staging 

cannot (National Centre). 

Returning then to the 1998 production, Jane Oakshott wanted to increase 

community participation within the plays, and to do that, she turned to the guild structure 
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of the city to participate in the production. As might be guessed, the structure of those 

guilds had changed considerably since the late 1500s. Only three guilds had survived 

since the Middle Ages: the Company of Merchant Adventurers, the Company of 

Merchant Taylors, and the Company of Butchers. The Merchant Adventurers and the 

Merchant Taylors had evolved to encompass a variety of related professions; their 

monopolies had been broken by the 1830s and the companies had to change to keep up 

with the changing marketplace (Merchant: Ethan: Oakshott 274-275). The Company of 

Butchers' story is even more extraordinary: the membership of that company had 

dwindled to one by 1940, when that single member was persuaded to initiate more 

butchers into the company (Oakshott 275). These organizations survived, but they 

certainly did not have the power that they wielded in the Middle Ages. However, in the 

second half of the twentieth century, several guilds either "reformed" or created 

themselves. This includes the Guild of Scriveners, now made up of insolvency 

practitioners, accountants, actuaries, solicitors, and other similar professions, which re

formed in 1991; the Company of Cordwainers, now made up of those associated with the 

leather and footwear industries, re-formed in 1977; and the completely modem Company 

of Builders, which formed in 1954 (Company of Cordwainers: York Guild of Building; 

Oakshott 276-277). Most of these guilds have between 50 and 150 members, though the 

Guild of Freemen boasts a membership tally of 500 (Oakshott 289). Oakshott felt that 

guild involvement made the plays more deeply community-rooted (286) and it seems as 

though part of her purpose in getting the guilds to participate in the production was to 



65 

strengthen the influence of the guilds within York, as guilds, to Oakshott, were 

powerfully communal-centered organizations. 

The guilds participated in various ways in producing the 1998 production. The 

three surviving guilds had members act as liaisons with the companies that actually 

performed the production (Oakshott 289); at the other extreme, the Guild of Scriveners 

had complete control of their pageant, "The Incredulity of Thomas," providing the whole 

cast for the piece as well as technicians and funding and using no outsiders (Guild of 

Scriveners: Oakshott 289). Other non-guild companies participated in the production, 

such as theatre companies like the Poppleton Players and the Foxwood Players, academic 

companies, and members of the Parish of Wheldrake and St. Luke's Church (Oakshott 

288). All in all, many local citizens of York participated in the pageants. Surely, this 

met with Oakshott's ideals. As she said of the production, 

[a]bove all it was the Guild involvement that made Mystery Plays '98 into a more 
deeply-rooted community event than plays performed simply for entertainment [.. 
.] [RJeunited with the Guilds' infrastructure, the plays came truly back to their 
roots—social, professional, historical, and spiritual[...] It is clear [...] that the 
Guilds felt they had benefited greatly from Mystery Plays '98, in three main 
areas: camaraderie, sense of achievement, and raising of public profile. (286-287) 

Community involvement was not the only ideal of Oakshott's production, 

however. There was a major effort to make the plays as authentic as possible. It was her 

hope to duplicate the use of space, the set and costume construction techniques, and 

acting styles of the medieval productions. 

There were constraints on her goals, however. The Mystery Plays can no longer 

command a route that travels through all of the main thoroughfares of the city; rather, the 

procession, while important to the city, was given a partitioned route that would let the 
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business of the city carry on around it. The city council of York allowed the pageants to 

play at only five stations instead of the medieval twelve to sixteen, and thus the pageant 

route itself could not be a duplication of the medieval route. At least two of the stations, 

though, were the same as the medieval stations: Dean's Park, by York Minster, and the 

York Market. The route also went through those sections of York that had surviving 

medieval architecture, which lent a greater feeling of authenticity to the production. 

Attempting to produce the full cycle of forty-eight plays would have been 

unfeasible. The revivals did not have the material support that the medieval productions 

had; funding was and continues to be an issue for the revivals, and because of this, the 

cost of putting on all forty-eight pageants was prohibitive (Oakshott 287; National 

Centre). The time that such a production would have taken—^the total performance 

would likely have taken more than a day—also acted as a deterrent for a full recreation. 

In the end, only eleven pageants were produced (Oakshott 288). 

Construction of the wagons themselves were meant to be as authentic as possible, 

using medieval techniques and special effects. The video of the production revealed the 

use of medieval techniques by focusing on the lever used to ascend Christ; it used no 

modem hydraulics or pulley system, but rather required two people to push down on the 

levers from opposite sides to lift Jesus, who was seated in the middle. The effect of using 

this lever was noticeable in the production itself; it lowered and raised with an 

unevenness, and the actor playing Jesus banged his knees on the upper part of the set as 

he was raised into the clouds. Another attempt at recreating medieval techniques was the 

use of a simple scrim effect to create the sense of Christ appearing and disappearing in 
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their wagon for "The IncreduUty of Thomas;" certainly, medieval builders would have 

had the ability to make use of such effects as well (Oakshott 284). The Company of 

Builders took a leading part in advancing the understanding of how medieval effects 

would have taken place. They sponsored a lecture on the subject and chose as their play 

"Creation Up to the Fifth Day" (Oakshott 284). This play needed only one actor to voice 

the part of God, and that actor only appeared on stage at the very end of the pageant. 

Otherwise, the wagon itself was the focus of attention. At the very top of the wagon, a 

cutout of God appeared, and as the week of creation progressed, various layered drops 

showed what had been created that day. The entire wagon only used effects that would 

have been available to medieval builders (York Mvsteries). Some pageant wagons were 

plagued with practical difficulties, though. The impressive wagon for "The Temptation 

of Christ," which featured a mountain that rose fifteen feet into the air, ran into problems 

when it was being pushed away from the station and ran into a tree (283). One wonders 

if similar issues were encountered during the medieval productions. 

The wagons themselves were pushed by hand through the streets of York, just as 

they would have been in the medieval productions—an act which required a team of 

wagon-movers for each pageant. Bands playing medieval music marched between the 

wagons.^ Sadly, neither the video nor the literature on the production mention how the 

pageant lags were filled—in processional drama, when a short play is performed at a 

station to be followed by a long play, there is a lag as the longer play finishes at the 

^ The National Centre for Early Music and York Early Music Foundation were major supporters of the play 
(National Centre; York Mysteries') and surely that influenced the importance of music within the 
production. 
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previous station. Those lags were, naturally, edited out of the video; they may have been 

filled by bands playing medieval music. 

Costumes were also meant to be authentic to the original productions, though 

many of the costumes came from several stock sources to which the production had 

access, including authentic-style costumes designed by Dr. Meg Twycross for a 

production of the Chester Cycle (Oakshott 283-284). The costumes tended therefore to 

be medieval dress, as opposed to contemporary British dress or dress of Judea during the 

Pax Romana. The Devil in "The Temptation of Christ" and Pilate in "The Death of 

Christ" both were dressed up as medieval-style merchants, with chains and fur-lined 

robes. The Adams and Eves of "The Creation of Adam and Eve" and the "Fall of Adam 

and Eve" wore white-colored body suits. Annas and Caiaphas in "The Death of Christ" 

disturbingly wore hats with Star of David symbols to identify them as Jews. It is difficult 

to say whether the medieval costumes themselves had similar markings for these two 

characters, but it is sign of medieval anti-Semitism. Some costume choices, by contrast, 

seemed more modem, such as the beard of paper streamers which God wore in "The Last 

Judgment," but for the most part, the costumes were as close to original-style costumes 

g 
that current scholarship suggests. 

An effort, too, seemed to be made towards resurrecting medieval practices of 

acting. The original staging performance necessitated that roles of the same character in 

contiguous pageants would be played by different actors, including four actors playing 

God, two pairs of actors playing the first couple of Adam and Eve, and seven actors 

^ Costume indentures for medieval productions rarely list either fake beards or paper as a costume material, 
though wigs were often used (Tydeman, Medieval 211-212, 219, 254-255, 265-266). 
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portraying Christ. Certainly, being able to compare different actors in the same role 

created an interesting viewing experience for the audience. There was a trend in the 

actors playing Jesus, with the exception of the actor in "The Incredulity of Thomas," to 

grow younger and younger with each pageant; this was certainly a quite different 

situation than an audience used to naturalism would have been led to expect. The result 

of comparing different actors in the same role was to lessen the contemporary expectation 

for a "naturalistic" acting style. The acting style itself was an attempt at the medieval 

acting style, that is, highly rhetorical with an emphasis on broad gesture and speech 

patterns (Twycross 43-44). Indeed, the pageant wagons necessitated such a style on 

occasion; for instance, when the actor playing God spoke in "Creation To the Fifth Day," 

his voice was muffled as he was standing behind the wagon for most of the pageant. On 

the wagons, actors had the advantage of height to be seen and heard, but that was their 

only advantage in terms of projection; and there were many instances of actors 

performing at street level, which erased any assistance the wagon would have given. 

Audiences formed a crowd at the station where the video of the performance was 

shot, Petergate in King's Square, with members of the audience in the back being blocked 

from a view of street-level events, and the station did not seem well-suited to enhance 

actors' acoustics. Because of this, subtleties of modem acting were for the most part 

thrown out in favor of loud speeches and big gestures. Almost all dialogue in the 

pageants was directed not at other actors within the scene but forward, to the audience. 

Although this is a different style than contemporary British audiences are likely used to, 

it was not completely disadvantageous. Pilate in "The Death of Christ," in particular, 
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seemed to command the audience as he strolled back and forth in front of the crowd, 

overseeing the execution. That actor certainly portrayed the nasty braggart that many of 

the medieval Corpus Christi plays had characterized Pilate as. However, at other times, 

the acting style seemed uncomfortable for the players to maintain. In several of the 

pageants, noticeable especially in "The Flight Into Egypt" and "The Agony in the Garden 

and Betrayal of Christ," players seemed to have to fight their natural instinct to look at 

other actors while giving lines and instead throw the lines out to the audience. Even 

though each pageant seemingly had individual directors,^ the acting style had a great deal 

of consistency across pageants; considering that actors on occasion had to fight a 

tendency towards a more contemporary acting style, it would seem that careful attention 

was paid to this aspect of production. 

The plays were also molded by certain contemporary expectations. Most notably, 

all of the female characters were played by women, whereas in medieval productions of 

the mystery cycles all of those characters were likely played by men (Marshall 309; 

Harris 150). Most contemporary productions have featured female actresses playing 

female parts. Meg Twycross directed a version of the Chester "Purification" pageant 

with men playing Mary and Anna as an experiment (309), but such casting is a fringe 

practice in contemporary productions of medieval Corpus Christi plays. Contemporary 

audiences generally consider the practice of having males playing Mary, Eve, or any of 

the other female characters highly "unnatural;" just as medieval audiences of mystery 

® Philip Bowman, for instance, was the director for "The Incredulity of Thomas" (Oakshott 283); it seems 
likely that other pageants followed that pattern, with Jane Oakshott acting as a supervising director, though 
Oakshott may have directed some of the single pageants herself. 
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cycles had never seen a woman in a production, the contemporary audience has likely 

seen women acting so often as to make the practice of casting men in female parts 

unintelligible. Thus, the fact that women were cast as women in the 1998 production 

shows the power of mentalities over the production itself Though the production aimed 

for authenticity to medieval conditions in several instances, there was evidently little 

problem with breaking medieval tradition by casting women as female characters. The 

assumptions about women having a place on stage in the contemporary British 

mentality—extremely different from the medieval British mentality—worked invisibly 

within the production. 

Furthermore, the 1998 production featured a woman playing the Devil in "The 

Temptation of Adam and Eve." This was perhaps an effort to counter the Biblical sexism 

of having Eve be the first to eat the apple, but the recognition of such sexism and the 

production choice to counter it by casting a female as the Devil is something that would 

never have been considered within the medieval mentality. Interestingly, casting a 

woman as the Devil did not cause the audience to protest heavily, as many in the 

audience of the 1996 York revival protested when a woman was cast as God. In all the 

pageants of 1998, actors playing God—all of them were male—fit the representation of a 

heavy-set old man with a long gray beard. The seemingly innocuous choice of casting a 

woman as the Devil, tempting Eve, illuminates the complicated issues surrounding 

sexism in the contemporary British mentality. Negotiations over what parts a woman can 

play in a medieval mystery play will continue with ftiture productions, but the issue as a 

whole never existed for medieval Britons producing the plays; the issue of casting is 
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therefore one of the most striking pieces of evidence of the "mentality gap" at work in the 

production. 

The most major difference between the 1998 revival of the York Corpus Christi 

plays and the medieval productions was the emphasis on "authenticity" itself in the 1998 

production and the reasons why that emphasis was important to the participants, 

especially Jane Oakshott. Folklorist Regina Bendix writes that "[ajuthenticity [...] is 

generated [...] from the probing comparison between self and Other, as well as between 

external and internal states of being" (17). That is to say, that the quest for authenticity is 

the attempt to shorten the gap that exists because of the distance between the current 

cultural moment and a moment remote because of either time or location. Authenticity 

was not an issue for the original producers of the Corpus Christi plays, mainly because 

those producers hardly recognized a gap between their "selves" and the geographically 

and historically distant "Other" of the Biblical sources they were using. Leonard Trilling, 

whose influential study Sincerity and Authenticity remains one of the most important 

books on the subject, noted that the concept of "authenticity" first became important in 

the 18'^ century, when it was considered an ideal by Rousseau and Wordsworth (93). 

According to Trilling, the importance of "authenticity" was preceded by the importance 

of "sincerity"—^that is, the lack of affectation in a person, or how much a person's 

outward behavior matched an inner self; this concept, in turn, was promoted by the rise in 

the importance of the "individual" (24). 

While it was not important or even recognized by the medieval Britons who 

produced the plays, authenticity is one of the most important ideas in Jane Oakshott's 
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approach to the plays. Much care went into mimicking the materials, techniques, and 

artistic styles of medieval production; such mimicry is an utterly contemporary 

phenomenon. Oakshott's production wanted to shorten the gap between the "Other" that 

is the culture of medieval York and the "self that is the culture of contemporary Britain. 

There are several reasons why this was a goal for Oakshott. First, there is the academic 

interest in the plays. Oakshott and Meg Twycross have been the leading proponents in 

recreating medieval theatre using techniques that are as close as possible to medieval 

techniques. Because documentary evidence for medieval theatre is so scarce, the practice 

of using medieval stage techniques to restage medieval theatre has proven to be an 

effective technique to gain more knowledge about medieval theatre. Second, there is an 

implicit belief among those who direct original staging productions, Oakshott among 

them, that processional performances are not simply an interesting species of theatrical 

spectacle. For Oakshott, the dramatic impact of the pieces are tied to how true to the 

techniques of the medieval production they are; non-processional staging, being a modem 

interpretation of the pieces, is leaving out an essential part of what makes the plays 

successful as theatre, specifically portraying a sense of cosmic scale with which the plays 

are infused. Meg Twycross argued against using too many actors or a huge set to create 

this sense of cosmic scale, when wagons are a much simpler way of portraying that scale: 

When you stand in the street in front of a Last Judgment pageant wagon, and your 
head tilts back to follow the angels climbing up to their places on the Heaven 
deck among the rooftops, you get a real sense of height, and of hierarchy; the 
three layers—the highest of Heaven, the area "in the clouds above the earth" 
where God comes to judge and the ground from which the dead rise and out of 
which the mouth of Hell opens. Sheer spectacle plays a vital role in this drama. 
[I]t creates a sense of wonder. (48) 



74 

Oakshott, Twycross, and other original staging directors would argue that the sense of 

wonder is better created by wagons than any modem theatre technique. Third, 

Oakshott's statements also show that she is very concerned with the communal ties that 

she believed the medieval Corpus Christi plays engendered; she sees contemporary 

original-staging practices as a way of engendering the same kind of community today. In 

an interview from the York Mystery Plays web site, Oakshott states, "I think any 

community has people in it who hide their talents in everyday life. And somehow, 

there's something about a processional performance of mystery plays which brings 

people out of their shells in a way they would never come to help a regular theatre 

performance" (National Centre). For Oakshott, it is the authentic reproduction of the 

performance conditions which has the power to build those kinds of communal ties— 

ideally, the reenactment of performance conditions recreates the culture, to a small 

extent, that was inherent in the original plays, by re-stressing the concepts that were most 

important within the medieval mentality. 

At the same time, though, the quest to have an authentic recreation of the mystery 

plays brings up several implicit issues which complicate the matter. First, while the idea 

of reviving heritage is important within contemporary Britain, much historical thought 

exists within the framework of an evolutionary model of history. Part of this biased 

historical discourse is clear in the introductory narration of the video of the plays: "The 

Corpus Christi Drama, or Mystery Plays, flourished in an era when for most of the 

people, life was pretty unpleasant. Now, the streets are clean and neat, welcoming 

visitors from all over the world. But it's easy to imagine these streets when fleas and filth 



75 

were everywhere." This narration states the idea that for medieval people, life was filled 

with misery; it also equates much of that misery with lack of contemporary sanitation 

technologies. The implication is that a society without modem conveniences would have 

been miserable, though such an implication would be difficult to empirically prove. The 

statement also implies that contemporary York is a city without medieval 

unpleasantness—a city not only sanitary but also free of the social ills that were imagined 

to exist in the middle ages, another implication which it would be difficult to empirically 

prove. The evolutionary discourse of history, nevertheless, emphasizes the lacks of 

earlier cultures and equates those lacks with misery and ignorance. 

Oakshott never explicitly voiced opinions stating that medieval Britain was a 

lesser civilization. Indeed, Oakshott's emphasis on the communality would tend to imply 

that she believes medieval Britons had certain civilizing qualities that contemporary 

Britons lack. Still, one does wonder if such notions informed the production in subtle 

ways. For instance, much of the acting is broad. While much of the effort of attempting 

to recreate a medieval acting style might have been a necessity due to the nature of the 

processional staging, very few of the performances make a connection with the audience. 

The acting, in general, seems a bit "amateurish," though not all of the actors were 

amateurs. One might blame such an opinion on the contemporary expectation for 

"naturalistic" acting styles, but one may also question whether the actors thought that 

medieval acting was less realistic than the acting we have today and because of that 

opinion, did not fully search out how a medieval acting style could create an emotional 

connection for modem audiences. The wagon sets, too, had similar issues. The set for 
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"The Harrowing of Hell," meant to be a spectacular Hell-mouth wagon, looked instead 

somewhat like the head of a cardboard dog. Budget and the use of medieval technology 

made limitations on how the sets could be constructed, but at the same time, one wonders 

if evolutionist notions limited the imaginations of the builders when they envisioned 

medieval spectacle. 

Subtle evolutionist ideas distanced actors and designers from the medieval 

mentality that inform the plays. The emphasis on authenticity had a similar effect by 

introducing an urge for sincerity in presentation into the production. The mystery cycles 

were, of course, a religious spectacle, and many of the pageants in the 1998 production 

had a sense of seriousness matching their religious content. The plays themselves, 

though, match high seriousness with farcical humor. This is not to say that the pageants 

in the 1998 revival completely lacked humor, as indeed, some of them, in particular "The 

Fall of Adam and Eve" and "The Flight Into Egypt," found humor within their texts. 

However, the need to be sincere in religious declaration seemed to color most of the 

production. On the surface, this would seem to be an attempt to stay true to the mentality 

of the medieval production, since religion was such a strong center in the medieval 

mentality. However, the need for religious sincerity, the need for inner religious feeling 

to match outward acts of devotion, was not as much an issue within medieval religion, 

again, because most Britons in the middle ages did not perceive that split between inner 

and outer states as contemporary Britons do. E. Martin Browne wanted all of his cast to 

sincerely believe in Christian doctrine in the 1951 production (Elliott 77); this was likely 

not a question at all during the medieval casting process. In the 1998 revival, the 
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representations of God as the old, bearded figure, the serenity of the suffering Christ in 

"The Death of Christ," all point to a desire to create on-stage an outward picture of 

inward devotion. Such religious sincerity may be the contemporary image of medieval 

religion, but the plays themselves approach religion differently. 

This, then, is the "double vision" with which the audience of the 1998 revival had 

to contend; the authentic recreation of a textual style that was not, itself, authentic to its 

Biblical source, the sincere reenactment of a form of devotion that was not itself sincere 

in the way contemporary Britons think of it. The audience of the plays were presented 

with a choice: they could either view the play as a devout example of heritage theatre, or 

they could view it as a somewhat quaint but outdated remembrance of a form that no 

longer makes sense within contemporary Britain. The producers tried to aim the 

audience towards reading the plays as an example of heritage theatre, and their audience-

building strategies reflected an emphasis on associating the production with heritage. 

Part of the publicity around the production were a number of workshops that focused on 

medieval technology; shoemaking, banner-painting, and so on, that tied participants to 

the work of the Guilds, at the same time giving materials to the production (Oakshott 

286). This represents an effort to have the audience respond to the play as a re-enactment 

of history by having potential members of the audience re-enact history themselves, 

through the workshops. 

At the same time, the producers had a specific audience they wanted to come to 

the event, as Jane Oakshott explains; 

In all the publicity our main target was a core audience who would give a ballast 
of understanding to the floating crowds always present in the York streets. We 
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therefore aimed at: international theatre/history specialists; Early Music Festival 
audiences; and local Guild/drama group members and supporters. Such people 
would all be reasonably sure to turn out whatever the weather, and should 
appreciate what they were watching [...] [I]t is clear that the publicity strategy 
was partly responsible for the feeling of 'playing to a large number of friends and 
relatives at each station.' (286) 

The producers created an atmosphere where knowledgeable "ideal readers" would be 

present in the audiences of each of the stations and that they could therefore act to guide 

the reactions of the rest of the audiences. Based on the audience reaction evidence 

captured by the video tape of the production, this strategy partially worked. During many 

of the pageants, there were several audience members who paid a great deal of serious 

attention to the pageant before them. In "The Temptation of Christ," when the devil was 

rebuked by Christ and tossed to the ground, there was a great deal of applause, almost as 

if a sports team was being cheered on. "The Harrowing of Hell" had similar moments 

when the children of Israel were let out of Hell and when the Devil sank into Hell. Even 

though one might reasonably expect the audience members to be made up of a variety of 

different levels of religious conviction, the audience clapped at the theologically 

approved times. It would seem that the core audience that did come out to the play would 

have helped the rest of the audience respond to it appropriately. 

Other moments, however, were not quite as successful in terms of audience 

reaction; there were times during the production when the audience did seem to make the 

contrary choice, that of seeing the production as a quaint revival of the past. Such a 

moment happened early on during the first pageant, "Creation Up To the Fifth Day." 

This pageant had no on-stage actor until the very end, and instead various drops were 

rolled up to show the act of creation for each day. As each drop was rolled up, the 
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audience did not gasp in amazement at the spectacle of creation, but rather laughed 

mildly. This would tend to suggest that some audience members were taking an ironic 

approach toward reading the plays—that some saw the acts of creation as witty or mildly 

amusing, rather than spectacular. They were distanced from the theological implications 

of the pageant. The emphasis on medieval technology was responsible for causing part 

of this sense of distance. The medieval productions of the mystery cycles were filled 

with some of the most advanced technology that medieval Britons had available— 

fireworks, scrims, and similar effects (Twycross 48, 53-54). These effects no longer have 

the staggering impact on a contemporary audience that is used to more technologically 

advanced effects; contemporary audiences are accustomed to a different and more 

complex set of stage effects than those to which medieval audiences were accustomed. 

Because of the use of purely medieval stage effects, the contemporary audience was less 

awed by this presentation of cosmic drama than medieval audiences would have been. 

Other moments show that the audience was participating in the plays, as if the 

plays were melodramas. In "The Fall of Adam and Eve," there were "woos" from the 

audience as Eve was tempted, and laughter when Adam blamed Eve for the fall with his 

line, "Wife! Thou art to blame!" While this is certainly audience participation, it is a 

distanced one, the response of an audience which is aware of itself as a body and is 

looking for the "correct" way to read these plays. That distanced response tends to imply 

that the audience read the production as a quaint reproduction of a past form, but 

furthermore, this implies that the audience in general continued, through the production, 

to conceptualize the original creators of the plays as a less civilized Other. The desire for 
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an authentic production meant that the 1998 revival did not create a bridge between the 

medieval mentality and the contemporary mentality, but that it rather re-conceptualized 

the medieval mentality. The audience was therefore aware of the "mentality gap" that 

existed between the medieval and the contemporary, and many in the audience did not 

cross that gap. 

It would be a mistake, however, to think of the play entirely in terms of audience 

reaction; the 1998 revival had goals beyond that. The play continued the tradition of the 

revival of the York Mystery cycles. The tradition of Mystery Play revivals since 1951 

has helped build a civic identity as a town that is faithfiil to its heritage, a town that still 

values the cultural artifacts—and, by implication, the values such as communality that 

informed those artifacts—from the medieval period. York's commitment to its own 

Mystery Plays makes the statement that the heritage and ideals of historical England, or 

at least their contemporary interpretations, are very important to York as a city. The 

1998 revival worked perfectly into that identity. Oakshott's attempt to not only present 

the plays in a semblance of how they were presented in the Middle Ages, but also to do 

so with the same social structures that produced the plays in the Middle Ages, makes the 

identity statement that the heritage of England is still alive in York. Oakshott's 

production, therefore, was very successftil in helping York continue that identity. Also, 

the play did engender the community ties that were part of Oakshott's goal with a 

processional production. The Guilds were happy with the results of the production for 

strengthening Guild ties and the profile of the Guilds throughout the city (Oakshott 287). 

The production also brought out a wide range of the community. There were older 



81 

audience members who one would expect to be committed to the importance of heritage 

events in York, but there were also many younger couples who brought their children. It 

is difficult to know how many were tourists and how many were Yorkshire locals, but the 

revival did seem to bring out a diverse set of audience members. Interestingly, the 

audience did not seem to stay very stable over the course of the production; since anyone 

on the streets could come and watch the stations for any length of time they desired, such 

audience instability was to be expected. 

In the end, though, much of the audience navigated the "double vision" of the 

medieval and contemporary mentalities present in the production by adopting the stance 

that the plays were authentic but then seeing themselves as distanced from the medieval 

spectacle that ran before them. The contemporary within the production became invisible 

to the audience, but the effect of this was to make the plays seem like an outdated artifact 

of heritage that British culture has since moved far beyond. Jane Oakshott wanted to 

recreate part of the mentality present in the medieval productions within contemporary 

York, and to some extent, she succeeded. At the same time, though, she left the effect of 

the contemporary mentality that was also part of the production unexamined, and in so 

doing, weakened the effectiveness of making the plays meaningful to the contemporary 

community of York. 
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5. THE MYSTERIES 

One of the audience members who saw the 1951 Revival of the York Mysteries, 

directed by E. Martin Browne, was a fourteen-year-old from Yorkshire named Tony 

Harrison. Harrison, according to his own recollection, was disappointed with the 

production, not so much in the content or in the attempt to revive the mystery cycles, but 

in their language. "It was as if it had all been dubbed into posh language. Genteelised," 

Harrison later told a theatre critic (qtd. in Dallas 325). Harrison became a poet, and his 

most outstanding poetic achievement was his "translation, accretion, adaptation, and 

revision" (Harrison 4) of the surviving mystery cycles into The Mvsteries. The Mvsteries 

is a trio of plays—The Nativitv, The Passion, and Doomsdav—that, together, are a 

modem adaptation of the series of medieval mystery pageants. Much as Jane Oakshott's 

1998 revival of the York plays were meant to return control of the plays to "the people" 

by involving guilds in the production, Harrison's The Mvsteries meant to remove the 

"genteelization" of the plays he had sensed as a youth and reinfuse them with a rough 

Yorkshire dialect and folk music and dances. Harrison wanted to remove them from their 

place of high culture and return them, by associating them with elements of popular 

culture, to the wider community of Britain. 

Harrison, working with director Bill Bryden, songwriter John Tams, and designer 

William Dudley, wanted to strengthen the ties between the plays and what Harrison 

considered to be their community of origin: working-class Yorkshire. Paradoxically, this 

effort to return the cycles to their communities of origin was meant at the same time to 

create a greater sense of communality among those who saw the play. Bryden and 
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Harrison came to see in the plays a celebration of three bases on which medieval 

communities were built: the community of work, the community of religion, and the 

community of those who are part of a popular or "folk" culture, as opposed to an upper-

class, noble "genteel" culture. Bryden and Harrison's work, therefore, was not to simply 

present a working-class Yorkshire community as the originators of the plays, but to make 

the audience part of that community as well; by doing that, a medieval sense of 

communality might be recreated. The technique Harrison and Bryden used to revive 

medieval communality was not based on preserving the authenticity of the work, but 

rather on displacing certain aspects of the medieval mentality with elements that had 

more resonance with a contemporary audience, elements that a contemporary audience 

would feel more familiar with than the medieval originals. The effect of such a strategy 

was to blur the mentality gap in such a fashion that the medieval mentality was subtly 

displaced by the contemporary. This chapter will examine the production of The 

Mvsteries. describe the various strategies that Bryden and Harrison used to blur the 

mentality gap and create a sense of communality during the production, and analyze the 

audience's reaction to the highly complex "double vision" caused by the production. 

Harrison and Bryden worked together on creating the plays over a seven-year 

period. The first play, The Passion, was produced on Easter Saturday in 1977 (Harrison 

7); The Nativitv followed in 1981; and the final part, Doomsdav. appeared in late 1984 

(O'Donoghue 316). At this point, all three parts together were produced at the Cottlesloe 

Theatre, part of the National Theatre of Britain. A performance was filmed;'^ it would 

The performance was filmed in the Cottlesloe, before the production moved to the Lyceum. 
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later air during Christmas, 1985, on Britain's Channel 4 (Dallas 325). The Mysteries 

ended its run at the National in late April 1985, not because the production was losing 

popularity, but rather because a subsidy shortfall led the director of the National Theatre, 

Peter Hall, to close the Cottlesloe for several months (Levin 327). The production was 

moved to the Lyceum in Edinburgh for a couple of months, and it ended its run there. 

The production team, including Harrison, Bryden, Tams, and Dudley, came together 

again in late 1999 and early 2000 to present a "millennial production" of the plays; this 

was again presented at the Cottlesloe Theatre ("National Theatre : Productions"). 

While Harrison used material from each of the four surviving complete cycles— 

York, Chester, Wakefield, and N-Town—as sources for The Mvsteries. he concentrated 

on the York pageant, the one with the greatest "Yorkshire" identity. He also borrowed 

those pageants from the Wakefield cycle believed to be written by the Wakefield Master, 

including the Wakefield Abel and Cain and the highly popular Second Shepherd's Play 

(O'Donoghue 319). Harrison's own adaptation was fairly liberal; he bent and bound the 

source material to increase the alliteration on heavy consonants as well as to make the 

meaning more intelligible to contemporary audiences. Comparing a few lines of an 

original text with Harrison's version reveals how the adaptation process worked. The 

Fall of Man pageant from the original York plays has a moment where Satan, in the 

course of tempting Eve, says, "The kind of man he thought to take,/And thereat had I 

great envy,/ But he has made to him a make/And hard to her I will me hie. In worm's 

likeness will I wend/And fand to feign a loud leasing" (Beadle York Mystery 9). 

Harrison's version reads, "By Mahowne, I'll mar for ay/ The cleanness of God's lump of 
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clay./ To Adam's mate I will me hie./ In a worm-likeness will I wend/And feign for her a 

likely lie" (Harrison 18). Some of the lines are very close between the original and the 

adaptation, some of the lines compress the original's meaning into a shorter form, and 

some of the material in the adaptation is a creation of Harrison. Harrison's version, 

however, is more concise and clearer to a contemporary audience than the medieval 

original. The medieval feel of the language is not lost, however, as Harrison often adds 

archaic clauses, words such as "ilka" or the oft-repeated swear of "by Mahowne," to 

change the sound of a sentence without changing its meaning. Harrison's language also 

concentrates on reproducing the sound of the contemporary Yorkshire dialect, and many 

of the actors in the 1984 production spoke the lines with northern accents, broadening the 

vowels and making the consonants harder. 

Along with restoring to the plays a sense of their Yorkshire heritage, especially in 

terms of language, Harrison and Bryden also wanted to emphasize that these cycles were 

the presentations of common workers, tradespeople, of that time. Harrison's ideology 

has socialist roots (Gilbert) and The Mvsteries works, as a production, to associate the 

medieval guilds who originally produced the plays with contemporary trade unionists. 

The initial stage direction for The Nativitv reads, "The COMPANY in the various 

uniforms and overalls of a carpenter, painter, butcher, fireman, bus conductor, ticket 

collector, fishmonger, miner, mechanic, meat-porter, cleaner, gas fitter, construction 

worker, etc., greet the audience" (Harrison 11), and indeed, many of the costumes of the 

1984 and 1999 production were these working class trade uniforms. Brian Glover, who 

played God in the 1984 production, said that his directions from Bryden about his 
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character were: "God is just a man, he's a tradesman, a craftsman. He's got his City and 

Guilds. Get into that forklift truck, get into heaven and create the world" (qtd. in Dallas 

326). Glover's quote also refers to the celebrated forklift truck, on which God enters the 

stage and gives his opening monologue: the forklift truck is a common piece of 

construction equipment, but it serves, during most of The Nativity, as the throne of God. 

The forklift truck is one of many instances where action or symbolism from the 

medieval versions of the plays—in this case, God's throne—is layered over within the 

production by a more contemporary action or symbol. To blur the difference between the 

medieval and the contemporary mentalities, the production repeatedly uses this layered 

sign system. The devils during the "Harrowing of Hell" or "Last Judgment," for 

instance, were not dressed in traditional black leather capes with horns, as they were in 

Oakshott's production of the York Cycle, but rather as sewer workers, their modem 

orange plastic jumpsuits stained by their profession. Abraham, contemplating the 

sacrifice of his son, Isaac, was dressed as a contemporary butcher. The very idea that the 

guilds could be symbolized by contemporary trade unionists is an example of this 

bridging technique; characters are often matched with trades and dressed in the uniform 

of that trade. This layering technique displaces elements from the medieval productions 

with elements that have more resonance with contemporary audiences. By this 

technique. The Mvsteries retains the arc of the original mystery cycles, though the ideas 

and implications of each of the scenes are more reflective of a contemporary Christianity 

and a contemporary Britain. 
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Just as a medieval mystery cycle set out to do, The Mysteries presents the history 

of the world from the perspective of the medieval British meta-narrative, heavily 

influenced by religious institutions: in the beginning, humanity is created and almost 

immediately falls from paradise; much of action then concentrates on the life and 

especially death and resurrection of Christ; and the world ends with the Last Judgment. 

Much of the play, too, dwells on subjects which are meant to arouse, if not devotion, at 

least sympathy towards the religious ideas of the play. However, the layering of the 

contemporary over the medieval made this presentation of the medieval meta-narrative 

much more complex. The Abraham and Isaac episode illustrated many of these issues. 

The inclusion of the scene itself acted in the same fashion structurally as the episode did 

in the medieval cycles: God prevented the sacrifice of Isaac from taking place, with the 

theological implication God will not sacrifice a human for the sins of mankind but will 

turn to His own divine Son^\ The fact that the episode was immediately followed by the 

annunciation to Mary was meant to emphasize the connection between the near-sacrifice 

of Isaac and the sacrifice of Christ; this is true to medieval theology. At the same time, 

Abraham, in Harrison's version, is commanded by an opaquely reasoning God to 

sacrifice his son. This is not presented as an act which requires immediate and 

unquestioning compliance, as it would have been in many of the medieval English 

mysteries, but rather as a portrayal of moral crisis. The portrayal of a complicated moral 

" In the Chester cycle, for instance, the Angel stops the sacrifice, explaining "Therefore God has sent this 
way/A lamb that is both good and gay" for the sacrifice; that lamb is an obvious symbol for Christ (Hussey 
40). 
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crisis has more resonance with a contemporary British audience than it would have had 

for the medieval. 

Another illustration of the complexities caused by layering involve those scenes 

which present the scourging and crucifixion of Christ. Harrison took those scenes almost 

directly from the York pageants, scenes which Canon J. S. Purvis, working on the 

adaptation of the York plays for the Festival of Britain in 1951, deemed too violent for 

his audience. Indeed, the scenes were painful to watch; they focused on the banter of 

four soldiers botching the job of crucifying Christ, while Christ acted as a passive victim, 

having to drag the cross and later having his hands being nailed into it. These scenes 

acted to reinforce the medieval British theology which focused on the suffering of Christ 

as he sacrificed himself for mankind. At the same time, though, the costumes of the 

soldiers were reminiscent of the uniforms of World War I soldiers. The crucifixion of 

Christ was an atrocity, just as the acts committed during the first world war were 

atrocities. This subtle displacement of medieval soldiers with a more familiar image 

created a complex set of associations for the audience with the act of the crucifixion 

itself Bryden and Harrison, therefore, did not want to remove medieval theology 

completely, but instead create ways for the theology in the plays to resonate more deeply 

with a contemporary audience. 

Bryden's use of theological lines of business also supported medieval theology 

while at the same time complicating that theology by layering contemporary ideas over it. 

The most obvious example of this would be the set of roles played by Jack Shepherd, 

which were the same both in the 1984 and 1999 productions. Among Shepherd's roles 
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were Lucifer, Death, Judas, and a thug who is converted to belief during Mary's funeral 

march. Many of Shepherd's roles were of individuals whose moral failings lead them to 

become the villains of the piece—Lucifer's pride at his own beauty leads to his fall, 

Judas' greediness leads to another fall. These characters were united by moral arc, but 

also by character type: those characters whose self-assurance and pride against God led 

either to their destruction, damnation, or miraculous conversion. At the same time, 

though. Shepherd's own self-assurance and charisma made many of these villains 

likeable. Based on the texts of the mystery cycles, medieval productions rarely portrayed 

these characters as even remotely sympathetic; this is an example of how Harrison and 

Bryden, while using certain medieval techniques, complicated the moral values present in 

the original plays. 

There were other examples of Bryden using theological lines of business. In the 

1984 production, Robert Stephens played both Herod and Pilate, the two most famous 

and sought-after roles in the medieval production. Both parts are like each other in terms 

of a shared overblown rhetorical style, but Herod and Pilate are also the representatives in 

the plays of institutional evil—^both of them are leaders of hierarchical systems that 

oppress the good people, especially endangering Christ. Stephens' characters, though, 

were also bombastic to the point of silliness and Stephens typically wore outlandish 

lounge singer outfits. These characters were powerful, but they were also targets of 

mockery. The actor who played Adam often played characters representing humanity: 

not only Adam, but also Isaac, and John the Evangelist who adores Mary and is at her 

right hand after the ascension of Christ, just as the medieval Catholic church adored and 



90 

sat at the right hand of Mary. Though not all casting worked this way, Bryden used this 

casting strategy regularly to reinforce theological ideas. 

It would be remiss not to note that even though the production had an orthodox 

religious message at some moments, it also subverted medieval religious notions within 

the context of contemporary concepts about religion; the medieval theology itself was 

layered with contemporary skepticism. For instance, the play worked to subvert the anti-

Semitism of the original texts. The Annunciation to Mary followed the Abraham and 

Isaac scene, and between them, there was a "Butcher's Dance," where the butchers who 

had seemed menacing in the Abraham and Isaac scene showed off virtuosity with knife 

handling. At the end of the dance, they formed out of their knives a star of Bethlehem— 

the Star of David. The symbol reminded the audience of the Jewish context of Christ's 

life. Furthermore, Cayphus and Annas, the two Jewish priests who were caricatures of 

villainy in the medieval plays, were no longer associated with Judaism so much as with 

institutionalized religion; Cayphus, in fact, was dressed as an Archbishop of the Church 

of England (Dallas 326). Interestingly, though, the production did not address the 

misogyny of the medieval plays; Eve was still too ready to be beguiled by the serpent, 

and many of the female characters were either nags (such as Noah's wife) or pampered 

women whose love of luxury kept them away from any practical activities (such as 

Percula, Pilate's wife). 

The production also attempted to complicate the moral values of the original 

texts. Bernard O'Donoghue stated, in reaction to the production, that "Harrison is of the 

devil's party; but, unlike Blake's Milton, he knows it" (323). O'Donoghue meant to 
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point out how some of the villains in the piece were more charming and had a stronger 

rapport with the audience than the heroes. Several of those villains, especially the ones 

played by Jack Shepherd, had a penchant for witty retorts and a pragmatic skepticism 

with which contemporary audiences could identify. For example, in the original York 

Cycle's "Harrowing of Hell," Satan, upon seeing Christ, asks, "And what devil hast thou 

done ay syne,/That never would nigh them near ere now?" (Beadle "York cycle" 244). 

The proud Satan believes in this passage that Christ has been damned, and that is the 

reason for his descent into Hell; the exchange was meant to illustrate that the Devil is 

continually mystified by his own sin. Harrison's Satan had a similar but more 

contemporary retort for Christ, one a contemporary skeptic might ask about the story: 

"Ay, but where the devil have you been/This four thousand six hundred years or more 

[since creation]?" (Harrison 169). The audience laughed, seeming to appreciate to 

Satan's skeptical retort; being part of a mentality that emphasizes skepticism, the 

audience tended to relate to the skeptical moments within the play. 

Another example of Harrison and Bryden subverting the moral values of the 

original cycles comes from the presentation of the character of God. God, while acting 

mostly benevolently during the Creation, became a grim man who required perfect 

obedience in the Abraham and Isaac episode, and when God returned to judge the world 

for the Last Judgment, he was dressed no longer like the friendly workman in white of 

The Nativity, but rather as a fiindamentalist street preacher, wearing all black and 

sermonizing on fire and brimstone. The arc of God's character over the course of the 

play became more bitter as human history went forward. The effect of such an arc on a 
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contemporary audience would be to question the absolute moral Tightness of a character 

who does not seem to follow the precepts he requires of humanity. The shift to the "Last 

Judgment" occurs just after the joyous dance of the ascension of Mary, and Harrison's 

stage directions ask for that shift to be as jarring: "Joyful music, as if the play were 

reaching a happy ending, then suddenly with a dark chord God cuts it off for Doomsday 

to begin" (214). God then harangued the audience about the divine disappointment in 

disobedient humanity through a long monologue. The moment in the production was 

jarring, but at the same time, Harrison detracted from God's speech by forcing a long 

series of rhymes; God's authority and anger were undermined by a speech that sounded 

almost childish. It gave the episode an internally ironic slant. The medieval plays' 

notions of morality often seem arbitrary and unfair to Bryden and Harrison. Instead of 

ignoring that difference, Harrison and Bryden made choices in the production to 

emphasize that dissonance. 

God's end of the world speech was just one point in the production where moods 

shifted dramatically. In fact, the play effectively floated between the different modes and 

moods of the medieval dramas; if suffering occurred in one moment, then farce might 

occur in the next. The original medieval cycles often mixed moods as well: while a 

single pageant would present one consistent tone, that tone might be different in the next 

pageant. Harrison and Bryden followed that medieval practice by juxtaposing serious 

and comic moods between episodes, such as their presentation of the farcical bickering 

between Noah and his wife, presented immediately following the tragedy of Cain and 

Abel. The seriousness and nobility of the episode of the three kings was followed by an 
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adaptation of the Wakefield Second Shepherd's Play, a comedy drawing less from 

Biblical sources and more from medieval popular farce, wherein an unscrupulous 

shepherd attempts to pass a stolen lamb off as his child while, close by, Mary is truly 

giving birth to the Lamb of God. 

Since Harrison and Bryden were not tied to presenting a series of pageants, they 

often shifted between tones more abruptly than the medieval pageants. An example of 

how these shifts in mood were developed over a larger story arc can be taken from the 

role of Herod, as portrayed by Robert Stephens (Ratcliffe 325). Herod's first appearance 

was humorous: he wore an outlandishly flamboyant costume—a frilly purple shirt, 

covered by a gold medallion—and gave a long opening monologue in praise of himself: 

"I am fairer in face and fresher, I hold, [...] [than] seven and six fold. I am worthy, 

witty, and wise" (Harrison 55). In his next appearance, Herod was visited by the magi, 

while his son, decked out in ermine robes and boxer shorts, was forced to translate 

between English and French for him. Herod's next appearance, though, was considerably 

darker as Herod ordered the Massacre of the Innocents; soldiers, in costumes that echoed 

the uniforms of British soldiers during World War I, stole babies from their mothers and 

beat them to death, displaying their entrails at the ends of their bayonets. This was a 

violent mood shift, contrasting the peace of the nativity with echoes of the war atrocities 

that occurred in Europe, especially those committed by Britain, during the twentieth 

century, layering over the medieval presentation of the event with an all too familiar 

contemporary image. The moment acts as a way of simultaneously retelling the story of 

Christ's birth while making a protest against the brutality of contemporary wars. 
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The mood of Herod's arc grew ever more solemn as the scene continued; Herod 

and his soldiers feasted, parodying the stage picture that later occurred during the Last 

Supper. Their merry-making after their slaughter was certainly no longer humorous, and 

as they feasted, Death, seated in the balcony, gave a grim monologue—"Against my 

dreadful dents no plea availeth yet" (Harrison 86). Death then came down and silently 

killed each of the feasters, leading them off in a twisted dance of death. This whole arc, 

with its jumps of tone and fixation on Death at the end of it, was highly reflective of the 

medieval imagination. Immediately afterwards, a carol was sung for Mary, Joseph, and 

most of all, the baby Jesus, a song which referred to Jesus' power over death—another 

jump in tone where grotesquery was replaced by religious serenity. The arc also has the 

effect of complicating the contemporary British emphasis on heritage. By juxtaposing 

the serenity of the nativity, which is associated with many long-standing Christmas 

traditions in British society, with images of the carnage of World War I, a period of 

horrific violence rarely remembered by celebrators of British heritage, Bryden and 

Harrison presented the tensions involved with any remembrance of heritage. 

As with medieval productions, songs, music, and dance were highly instrumental 

within The Mysteries to create the various atmospheres of the play, and John Tams, who 

was the Musical Director for both the 1984 and the 1999 productions, was a major 

contributor to The Mysteries. The prevalence of music certainly reflected medieval 

production habits, but the music itself reflected again the cultural layering technique 

present in other choices of the production. There was medieval music present in the 

production, most obviously in The Nativity when the shepherds sing the Coventry Carol 
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to the baby Jesus; instruments associated with medieval music, such as the recorder, were 

given occasional solos. The audience was also invited to join along in singing and 

dancing on several moments, an accurate reflection of one of the most important 

operations of music within the original mystery cycles. In The Nativitv. three shepherds 

led the audience in "The Shepherd's Round," a traditional English folksong adapted by 

John Tams (Harrison 60); each of the three shepherds took a portion of the audience and 

had them sing a section of the round. Much of the audience joined in the effort. And at 

the very end of Doomsdav. the entire company led the audience in a large circle dance. 

This dance brought the audience and cast together for a communal celebration; surely, 

such communal dances would have been a part of the original productions of the mystery 

plays as well. 

However, the medieval was but one of a diverse set of influences on the music 

used in the production; many different musical styles were represented during the course 

of the plays. Tams adapted a Shaker hjTnn to create the song that is sung while Mary and 

Joseph travel to Bethlehem, "Lay Me Low" (Harrison 53). The funeral march of Mary, 

during Doomsdav. was a jazz dirge performed by a Dixieland band. The dances, too, 

arranged by David Busby, came from a variety of traditions. When Mary was assumed 

into heaven, members of the company came out and did a marching dance which critic 

Bernard Levin described as "in form something between Sir Roger de Coverley and a 

Morris dance" (329). God's creation of the world was not a spectacular series of effects, 

but instead a maypole dance. The greatest influence on the music of the production, 

however, was from the genre described as "folk rock," somewhat in the mold of Bob 
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Dylan, including a Bob Dylan song called "When My Ship Conies In," a song sung, 

fittingly enough, during the Noah episode. Examples of folk rock style songs include 

Tarns' "Look Up, Look Up," played before the trail of Jesus in The Passion and later at 

the beginning of Doomsday, or Richard Thompson's "We All Sing Allelujah," sung at 

the end of The Passion. The eclectic choice of music reveals a production that embraced 

a heterogeneous set of cultural identities. Tams did not feel the need to stay within a 

singular genre of music; this is, ultimately, a reflection of the higher awareness of 

fragmented identity within the contemporary British mentality.'^ All of these musical 

influences, whether in the form of medieval music or folk rock, were joined by appealing 

to various folk traditions from several different countries of origin. 

The music, therefore, was meant to act as a reminder of a traditional communality 

with which folk music—either contemporary or medieval—was typically associated. 

The production emphasized a folk culture, in opposition to an elite, high culture, which 

was meant to remind the audience of their shared community, a community which, for 

Bryden and Harrison, thrived more in the middle ages than in contemporary Britain. The 

music, however, also shows the pervasive influence of American culture on 

contemporary Britain. The idea that a musical genre, folk rock, which was influenced 

heavily by an American singer. Bob Dylan, could be used to remind Britons of their 

shared communal past again illustrates the complex mentality gap created by the layering 

techniques of the production. The folk rock had a greater resonance of communality with 

There was some heterogeneity of genre within the music of the original productions, especially falling 
into what scholar Richard Rastall identifies as the genres of "angelic singing" (195) and minstrelsy (199-
200). However, the diversity of these genres is quite narrow when compared to the wide-ranging 
geographic- and time-based differences between the several genres of music Tams used in The Mysteries. 
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the audience than traditional medieval dances. And yet, that communality was much 

different than it would have been for a medieval audience. The diverse set of musical 

influences on The Mvsteries shows how much larger, and how much more diffuse, the 

sense of community is to contemporary Britons. 

The production of The Mvsteries was loaded with "folk" elements: cultural 

products, not of an elite class, but of working-class Britain. The walls of the Cottlesloe 

theatre, for instance, were lined with dart-boards and other kinds of items one might find 

in pubs. This was to disassociate the Cottlesloe from its typical cultural place as a home 

for state-funded "high" and experimental theatre specifically and associate it instead with 

a popular social venue of working- and middle-class Britons. The language was in a 

Yorkshire dialect rather than Received Pronunciation; Received Pronunciation tends to be 

associated with the privileged and educated in Britain, and therefore, regional dialects, 

such as the Yorkshire dialect, tend to be seen more as the way middle- and working-class 

Britons speak (McArthur 851). Harrison kept local British references from his sources, 

such as Cain's final command to the audience, "When I am dead/Bury me in Wakefield 

by t'quarry head" (30). The entire "Assumption of Mary" arc, which is dwelt on at 

length in Doomsdav. was purged from the plays by reforming Protestants; Harrison's 

preservation of it is an attempt to preserve a central belief of the common people in 

medieval Catholicism, a "folk," as opposed to institutional, religious belief. 

Bryden's staging of the production also emphasized communality. The Mvsteries 

was an example of "poor theatre," in Grotowski's terminology. Grotowski's method was 

to strip away what he considered inessential for the theatrical art and focus on the actors. 



98 

As Grotowski wrote, "By gradually eliminating whatever proved superfluous, we found 

that theatre can exist without make-up, without autonomic costume and scenography, 

without a separate performance area (stage). I can cannot exist without the actor-

spectator relationship of perceptual, direct, 'live' communion" (19). Grotowski explicitly 

borrowed from medieval theatre traditions in an attempt to create a more "spiritual" 

theatre (17-18), and Bryden, in turn, used several of the "poor theatre" techniques 

pioneered by Grotowski to create a deeper sense of communion in the audience. 

At every opportunity, Bryden broke down the barriers between the audience and 

the cast. The production was staged "promenade" style: much of the audience had no 

seating, but instead sat on the floor or stood. Company members with whistles ushered 

the audience into various formations as the action shifted. When, for example, Christ 

bore his cross to Calvary, the audience was split into an inner circle and an outer circle, 

with the empty path in between acting as Christ's road. Audience participation was also 

encouraged, not only in rounds and dances, but at several points during the action. When 

Mak the sheep-stealer, from the adaptation of the Wakefield's Second Shepherd's Plav. 

was caught, he was put into "stocks"—a painted beachside picture with a cutout that Mak 

stuck his head into—and then the children in the promenade area were given wet sponges 

and encouraged to toss them at Mak.^^ When Christ was crucified, God, dressed as a 

miner, lit the faces of audience members using his headlamp, almost as if to reinforce the 

connection between Christ's sacrifice and contemporary audience members. During the 

1984 production, it would have also acted to remind the audience of the long miner's 

Critic Bernard Levin relates that when he saw The Nativity, the actor playing Mak taunted the audience, 
"Come on. You won't get a chance like this at Coriolanus. I can tell you" (329). 
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strike that was occurring during the production, and the sacrifices of the working class 

miners to Britain as a whole—another instance of Harrison using the events in the Christ 

story to make a contemporary political statement. During the Last Judgment scene of 

Doomsday, audience members seated in banisters were split with Christ in between. 

Christ rejoiced with the audience members on his left, telling them that they would go to 

heaven. He then sternly chastised the audience members on his right, the "doomed," and 

devils came to claim both cast members embedded in the audience and also a couple 

audience members themselves; these doomed were tossed into the Hellmouth.'"' 

Company members also talked with audience members before and after the shows, and 

each of the parts ended with a dance where audience members and players danced 

together. 

Bryden also used props that were not glorious or resplendent, but rather mundane. 

Christ, for instance, was given not a scepter by the Roman soldiers before his crucifixion 

but a screwdriver. God entered in the first moments of The Nativitv not on clouds or in 

shimmering light, but rather on the fork-lift. Again, this is a layering of the contemporary 

over the medieval, but it drove home a sense that the plays, while having supernatural 

events within them, were permeated by the mundane world of everyday work. Effects as 

well often relied not on spectacle, but rather suggestion, created by the imaginative use of 

materials that any contemporary Briton could access. Jesus' baptism occurred between 

two long blue cloth sheets that company members waved back and forth to represent the 

River Jordan. No real animals were used in the production, as Oakshott's production had 

In the video taped production, a cameraman was also tossed into the Hellmouth, perhaps so the audience 
of the mediated production would get a sense of being in the audience of the live production. 
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made it a point to do. Shepherds, such as Abel or the nativity shepherds, had stuffed toy 

sheep. Satan, required to mount a horse and joust with Christ during the Harrowing of 

Hell episode of Doomsday, mounted instead a steed made up of junked-together sewer 

equipment. Most memorably, when Noah built his ark, the walls of the ark were filled by 

the players in the company, holding black umbrellas and making various animal noises. 

The image suggested by the seated "walls of the ark" was as imaginatively powerful as 

any towering ark, built on stage before the collected eyes of the audience, would have 

been. This is not to say that elaborate spectacle was entirely missing from the 

production. It was very much present when God ushered in the end of the world in 

Doomsdav. Banisters where some audience members were seated split apart to reveal a 

massive spinning globe where acrobats, representing tortured souls, hanged. Upon the 

sight of it, much of the audience broke out into spontaneous applause. And yet, such 

expensive stage effects were for the most part lacking from the production, replaced, 

instead, by props taken from the world of work and imaginative suggestion. Medieval 

drama created an atmosphere of heightened reality, so that the audience would revel at 

the splendor of the theme of the cycles. Save for the end of the world rig, Bryden 

eschewed creating an atmosphere of splendor in the plays, instead emphasizing an 

"everyday"-ness within the subject matter. 

The use of poor theatre effects successfully fiirthered the sense of community 

engendered by the production. By breaking down the barriers between players and 

audience, Bryden and Harrison wanted to implicate and involve the audience itself in this 

great sweeping version of human history. The insertion of "folk" elements was meant to 
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remind the audience of a shared heritage of contemporary Britons. For Bryden and 

Harrison, communality could be built not only through shared heritage, but also through a 

connection to the world of human labor. Sarah Beckwith states, 

Bryden had been aiming not so much at imitating the guilds that put on the 
production, but at the very principle of anachronism at the heart of the medieval 
plays. [CJreation, invention, fabrication, production—^what we inherit and what 
we can make—are all examined as part of the world of human responsibility and 
labor. (184) 

Simply to have such important characters as God and Christ wear the uniforms of the 

working class is to celebrate that class. Such statements towards workforce 

communality, though, could grow ever more overt. In the 1984 production of Doomsday. 

the denizens of Hell were all dressed as miners, trapped in the murky sewer world. At 

the time of the production, there was long a miners' strike going on in Britain 

(O'Donoghue 323). Without further commentary, Bryden reminded the audience of the 

plight of the strikers, and of the difficulties of the British working class in general. One 

of the recurring themes in Harrison's work is to update the timeframes of the source texts 

which he translates and adapts; his version of The Misanthrope, for instance, was set in 

1966 and substituted Charles de Gaulle for Louis XIV (Wardle 154) and his Phaedra 

Britannica. based on Racine, was relocated to the society of the British Raj (Barber, 

"Press Reviews: Phaedra Britannica". 193). Such changes allowed Harrison to make 

pointed critiques of contemporary Britain through the texts, and by emphasizing a 

working class culture within The Mvsteries. Harrison was able to create situations that 

made critiques about the difficulty of working class life in Britain. 
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Academics, however, criticized the attempts made by the production to revive a 

medieval communality. Meg Twycross, one of leading scholars and directors of original 

staging productions, wrote that The Mysteries "tried to draw on a spurious sense of 

community created by appeals to a romantic nineteenth-century trade unionism that never 

was, as a substitute for the religious fervor and knowledge that the director probably 

rightly felt had gone for ever [sic]" (38). Harrison and Bryden were aware of the 

difficulty of creating a sense of community out of a sense of shared work or religion but 

still felt that the production would have an impact with a contemporary audience. Critic 

Karl Dallas quoted Tony Harrison as saying of the plays, "The faith of those who wrote 

the plays is moving because we've lost it, but it is possible to be moved by the content 

without being Christian" (326). 

Audience and critical reaction to the production tend to support Harrison's 

assertion. Even if the sense of community created by the plays was spurious, reports 

from both audience members and critics show that they did feel a sense of community 

created by the production. Dallas himself wrote in response to the production, "Believers 

or not—and Harrison doubts if any of those involved in the production are practising 

Christians—^the players of The Mvsteries have managed to return the revolutionary 

content to the Christian message" (326). Dallas meant by this, above all, that Harrison 

and Bryden succeeded in expressing the important sense of communality, the beginnings 

of Christianity from within a non-elite class, to a contemporary British audience. The 

Christianity of the medieval Britons who originally produced the plays, of course, did not 

mean to add "revolutionary content" but rather support the existing religious and social 
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institutions of their community and Europe. Nonetheless, Dallas' praise of The Mysteries 

and its focus on reviving Christianity is a good example of the kind of critical feedback 

that the production received (cf Billington, "Press" 324; Barber, "Press Reviews: The 

Mysteries. 324; Levin 327-330). 

Most of the feedback from theatre critics on the plays concentrated on three areas: 

the historical "heritage" nature of the plays, the importance of belief within the plays, and 

the reaction of the audience. The first two are understandable, especially considering that 

critics consider themselves official readers of the production: noting that the plays were 

adapted from early English drama was both an interesting story as well as essential 

information for audience members planning to attend the plays, and noting the 

atmosphere of belief that permeated the plays was an indication of the success of the 

production, a point that will be covered in more detail momentarily. Critics of 

mainstream theatre, however, rarely comment on audience reaction, at least not with the 

amount of detail that almost all of the official critical notices of the play received. Part of 

this effect can be attributed to the "promenade" staging of the play; during the whole 

production, not only was the action of the play on display for the audience but because of 

audience configurations, the audience was on display for itself This created an 

atmosphere where members of the audience were extremely self-conscious of their roles 

as audience members, and such an atmosphere seemed to have effected critics attending 

the play as well. Bernard Levin wrote of the production, "You could see the audience, 

responding to the stupendous energy the cast were imbued with and expending, almost 

literally catching it, like a fever, until they ached to be given a part themselves and play 
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it, gradually realizing, with wonder and visible joy, that they /zaJbeen given a part, and 

were playing it" (328). The audience's self-awareness as an audience had several distinct 

effects. First of all, it was obvious from the mediated version of the production that the 

audience "group" had social mores that could not be broken. There was a social pressure 

to be in the proper formation, so that the players would have the space they needed; at, 

one point, a pre-teen wandered out into one of the open areas and was pulled back in by 

her mother. Even when invited to participate in some action, audience members 

wondered if it was right to do so, if it broke too much from their role as audience to 

simply be witnesses to the action. When Adam and Eve appeared nude in The Nativitv.'^ 

many in the audience turned away from the action. Several children were uncomfortable 

and hesitant about throwing wet sponges at Mak the sheep-stealer. Even more 

profoundly, at the moment when Pilate offers either Jesus or Barabbas to be freed from 

crucifixion, the play text calls for the crowd to call for Barabbas and to call on the 

crucifixion of Christ (Harrison 128). The players embedded in the audience made a great 

racket calling for the death of Christ, but no one in the audience participated. Indeed, 

some of them looked as if they wanted to do something to stop the proceedings but were 

unable to do so. Another moment that highlighted the self-conscious but disempowered 

role of the audience came in Doomsdav: when Christ turned to chastise the "doomed 

souls," many in that portion of the audience laughed at themselves in an embarrassed 

fashion; they were stuck in the role of "bad souls" and could do nothing about it. 

At the beginning of the mediated version of the performance, there was a disclaimer that the nudity of 
Adam and Eve was "faithful to the stage practices of the Mystery Play period." This assertion is highly 
doubtful; the Norwich Grocers, for instance, had "stained hose" for Adam and Eve (Tydeman, Medieval 
219), and this seems the more likely practice. 
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However, even if they had little power to change their part within the play or the events 

of the play itself, they were a commimity. They were a bonded social group, and that 

sense of bonding made them more open, as a group, to the play as a whole, both in its 

religious context and its imaginative leaps through dance or design. 

More specificity is needed in regards to the audience, though. First, there were 

two sections of audience: the "promenade" audience, who moved around into various 

formations, and a section of the audience in balconies above the action. The audience in 

the balconies rarely participated in the action, though sometimes a player would give a 

monologue from that area. While the mediated version of the production showed very 

few shots of that portion of the audience, they seemed more relaxed in their seats and less 

engaged in the action; it is doubtfiil that they felt the same sense of community that the 

promenade audience felt. The audience in the balconies also seemed to have dressed up 

for the theatre, while the promenade audience were wearing middle-class street clothes. 

It would seem that the audience in the balconies were traditional theatre audiences, 

patrons who went to the theatre quite often and were used to observing the action without 

participating in it. The promenade audience were not dressed up for a night out on the 

theatre, but rather as they were coming to the play right from a day at work or school. 

The promenade audience, as a whole, though, looked very much engaged in the action of 

the play. If this was the case, the production succeeded in bringing a wider community to 

the theatre and Harrison and Bryden's goals were to some extent satisfied. 

The play itself was performed in the Cottlesloe, which is the smallest of the three 

theatre areas at the National Theatre complex ("National Theatre : Three"). The theatre 
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is a "studio" or "black box" theatre, which can hold up to 300 people. The versatility of 

the space must have appealed to Bryden; it certainly allowed the "promenade" staging 

where many other theatrical spaces, especially those with set seating, could not have. 

The Cottlesloe is where more controversial or experimental works tend to be staged, and 

surely the audience for The Mvsteries would have had that in mind when they came to 

the theatre. The Mvsteries would have qualified as a more experimental work, since it 

was the adaptation of plays that are mostly out of favor in Britain now. The promenade 

audience, however, seemed to be made up of people who one would not expect to be fans 

of experimental theatre—^there were many families with children as well as older 

audience members. There were, however, none of the working-class uniforms that all the 

players wore to be found worn by the members of the promenade audience. It is 

questionable how many from the community this production reached out to were 

members of the audience. 

The Mvsteries was a great critical success. Most reviews of the play praise it 

tremendously. Critics, in general, admired Harrison's verse but more than that, they 

admired how the production had created an atmosphere of belief. Even though most 

contemporary Britons do not regularly attend religious events (Cusick 281-284), the 

audience seemed to view the events on stage before them as important and special; there 

was a strong emotional reaction to the theological events taking place on stage. Michael 

Billington, writing for The Guardian, wrote of the 1984 production, 

[AJlthough the works embrace a variety of styles, including farce, irony, spectacle 
and sermon, they are written in a sharp, bright language that makes the cosmic 
colloquial. [TJhrough the sheer imaginative power of the production, it [The 
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Mvsteriesi penetrates and sometimes even shatters the agnostic detachment of a 
modem audience. ("Press" 324) 

Certainly, the audience itself—as evidenced by their reactions recorded on the filmed 

version of the production and from various reports by critics who saw the play such as 

Billington and Bernard Levin, as well as reports from audience members on the National 

Theatre's "Talkback" internet forum ("National Theatre: Talkback")—seemed moved by 

and involved in the events of the play, not distanced by the religious nature of the 

production. That Bryden and Harrison created an environment where contemporary 

Britons, accustomed to structures of thought that provoke skepticism, responded 

emotionally to religious events is evidence of their success in creating an atmosphere of 

belief. 

The success in creating an atmosphere of belief shows that Bryden and Harrison 

successfully blurred the mentality gap. However, this atmosphere of belief was very 

different that promoted by medieval productions of the mystery plays. First, the 

medieval sense of belief was based both on theological assent to the teachings of the 

Church and a celebration of those beliefs, while the atmosphere of belief in The 

Mvsteries was composed more of spiritual feeling. Furthermore, though The Mvsteries 

created a sense of community, it displaced the medieval sense of community within the 

original plays with a contemporary ideal of community. Based on audience evidence 

(The Mvsteries: "National Theatre: Talkback"), many in the audience felt involved in the 

Christian narrative of the cycle plays. They were perhaps somewhat disempowered to 

stop the events of the play, but they did participate in several moments of the production 

and the sense of community the production engendered was meant to be empowering, 
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even if it did not quite reach that ideal. The fact that many of the props or the costumes 

were mundane signified for the audience that these great religious movements were not 

separated from the everyday lives of middle- and working-class Britons. 

The religious ideas in the play were also subverted or questioned at times. Unlike 

at a religious institution where religious ideas are professed, this atmosphere of 

questioning allowed the more skeptical contemporary audience a level of comfort when 

dealing with the religious nature of the play. This idea is a product of a contemporary 

spirituality. Within the original productions of the mystery cycles, the action was 

resplendent, part of a higher reality and definitively not associated with the everyday 

reality of the medieval Britons who produced the plays. The medieval Britons were not 

implicated in their own view of history; they were parts of Christian history, and they 

certainly celebrated Christian history, but they were not really participants in Christian 

history. To the medieval Britons, no effort was necessary to move forward God's plan of 

the universe; the mystery cycles acted as a ritual reminder to the community of how that 

plan was going forward. 

Though Harrison and Bryden would never admit to such a Utopian scheme, it is 

apparent that The Mvsteries was at some level an attempt to return to contemporary 

Britons a sense that they were involved, as community, within a greater sweep of history, 

and that by reinforcing the communities of work, of spirituality, and of shared popular 

culture, a more ideal Britain, one more equitable to all members of the national 

community, could be created. The emphasis on mundane elements meant to show that 

such communities need not be separated from the life of an average contemporary Briton, 
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but instead that the communal/religious could be a part of everyday life. This theme 

displaced the religious interests of the original productions of the mystery cycles. 

Harrison and Bryden did recreate a sense of audience communality and spiritual 

feeling within a contemporary audience, even if that communality and spirituality was 

different from its medieval counterparts. Perhaps the audience dropped that feeling as 

soon as they had left the theatre, but during the play itself, they had successfully bridged 

the mentality gap. In the end, the two most important factors in creating that bridge were 

the technique of constantly layering the contemporary over the medieval and the forced 

activity of the audience. Bryden and Harrison accepted that contemporary productions of 

mystery cycles will inevitably have the double vision between the two mentalities, but by 

displacing medieval elements in the production with contemporary elements that 

resonated more deeply with the audience, they were able to blur the real extent of the 

mentality gap. Then, by inviting the audience to participate in the plays, a sense of a 

communal celebration was created. The audience, as a group, made the imaginative leaps 

necessary to appreciate the layering effect of the plays. Within the intimate space of the 

Cottlesloe, the audience, as a group, entered into the atmosphere of belief that the 

production created. Bryden and Harrison put together a very strong production that dealt 

effectively with the issues surrounding the double vision, caused by mentalities. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

I have proposed within this thesis that contemporary productions of medieval 

cycle plays have to deal with a difficulty I labeled the "mentality gap"—the difference in 

structures of belief between the medieval British culture that created the plays and the 

contemporary British culture that produced them. Even though Oakshott and Bryden 

may not have recognized the difficulty of the mentality gap, they both consciously 

confronted the cultural differences between the cultures of their productions and the 

cultures of the original texts. They both believed that aspects of the original mystery 

plays were relevant to their society, and that sense of relevance led them to the various 

decisions they made in their production. Of course, their strategies for dealing with the 

cultural difference, for dealing with the mentality gap, were very different from one 

another, but both of the productions had strong strategies to make the contemporary 

audience find relevance in these medieval plays. 

Oakshott's strategy for dealing with the mentality gap was based on the idea that 

authentic reconstructions of many aspects of the original performances would help the 

audience connect to the relevant parts of the plays. Oakshott's ideal was to create the 

level of community involvement within her production as would have been found in a 

medieval production; to accomplish that, she both worked with the guilds of modem 

York and made certain that all aspects of the production evoked a sense of the heritage of 

the medieval cycles, which, in turn, was meant to invoke a wider commitment from the 

people of York. In effect, Oakshott wanted her production to be a detailed recreation of 
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the medieval productions. Her strategy of dealing with the mentality gap was to remove 

traces of the contemporary mentality from the production, leaving only the medieval. 

This, naturally, proved impossible. The city of York limited the route of the 

pageant wagons; if the medieval route had been used, it would have shut down traffic 

within the center of York. Presentation of the original cycle would have been beyond the 

tight budget constraints the production had. During the middle ages, much of the city put 

resources, both in terms of money and work, into the productions. Oakshott's 

production, attempting to rebuild the community spirit which created that environment, 

did not have that level of resources available to it. More importantly, the emphasis on 

authenticity in the production created an environment that focused not on a medieval 

celebration of an omnipresent faith, but rather an academic reconstruction of the plays 

that featured a sincere evocation of faith. 

Bryden's strategy of dealing with the mentality gap was based on the idea of 

layering contemporary images over medieval images, thus giving audiences signs that 

were easier to read and more significant to their own lives than the signs within the 

medieval plays. Such signs included the use of mundane symbols, such as the fork-lift 

which acted as the throne of God, or the use of contemporary associations, such as the 

use of World War I soldiers during the Slaughter of the Innocents or butchers during the 

Abraham and Isaac episode. Bryden and Harrison used contemporary signs to both 

illuminate and comment on the meaning of the original plays. Bryden also involved the 

audience in the production as much as he could, to create a greater sense of communion 

with the audience; the audience saw itself as a social group, a community banded 
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together to experience the production—and in that, Bryden was trying to create 

conditions similar to those experienced by medieval audiences, where the bonds of 

community were quite strong. The end result was a production that was highly 

contemporary; what the audience experienced as the medieval mentality in the production 

was actually a contemporary reinterpretation of that mentality. That is to say, the 

production's emphasis on communality, especially within the context of working-class 

unionism, was a contemporary form of communality, quite different from the forms of 

communality felt within medieval York or Chester. The mentality gap, therefore, still 

very much existed for the production, but it was blurred as the contemporary 

reinterpretation of that mentality was so complete. 

The end result was, while not medieval, a highly vital production. Whereas 

medieval productions created a sense of spectacle and miracle that separated the audience 

from the events of the play, Harrison and Bryden's production involved people in the 

religious events of the play. The production used several methods, such as promenade 

staging and audience rounds and dances to make the audience active participants in the 

play. The methods used to involve the audience in the play also created a stronger sense 

of communality within the audience. Also, many of the religious ideas in the play were 

subverted and the moral values from the original texts were questioned in the course of 

their presentation. This active questioning allowed the audience to practice a certain 

amount of skepticism towards the religious ideas in the play. Despite the questioning of 

the theological content of the play, though, many in the audience were emotionally 

moved by the play and felt a stronger sense of spirituality and communality in reaction to 



113 

it. Thus the production promoted contemporary versions of two of the important centers 

of the medieval plays, religion and communality. 

The difficult question comes, however, when we ask why these two directors 

decided to put on medieval productions and deal with the mentality gap at all. A 

corollary to that question is the question of what these directors saw within the plays that 

they considered to be relevant to their own lives, their own experiences, and by 

extension, the lives of their audiences. Why did these directors feel it was important for 

contemporary British audiences to connect with these mystery cycles that had been out of 

production for nearly four hundred years? My analysis of the strategies directors used to 

bridge the gap points to some possible answers. 

In Bryden's The Mysteries, the contemporary was used to comment on the 

religion present in the medieval versions of the mystery cycles—to question notions of 

justice from the original cycle plays during the End of the World sequence, for instance. 

But I think it safe to say that for Oakshott, Bryden and Harrison, even for Richard 

Hayhow and Mikel Murfi who directed the adaptation of the Coventry Mysteries this past 

summer, there was an effort to use the medieval to comment on the contemporary. Each 

of these productions emphasized community and communality, with the implicit belief 

that such communality, present within the medieval mystery cycles, is a continuing 

absence within the society of contemporary Britain. Despite their vastly different 

strategies for dealing with the mentality gap, Oakshott and Bryden both felt the difference 

between the contemporary and medieval as painful, with the contemporary lacking 

something vital that the medieval had. 
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All productions of plays of past eras have the issue of the mentality gap to 

contend with. Any production of Sophocles or Shakespeare must contend with the 

various subtle and not-so-subtle differences between the producing and performing 

cultures, many of them based in the deeply ingrained field of ideas that make up a 

mentality. However, for Oakshott and Bryden, I believe it was the mentality gap itself 

that drew them towards the mystery cycles as performance material. The importance of 

the plays lay not in their remembrance of the medieval culture, but rather in the 

contemporary idealization and longing for certain aspects of that culture. To both Bryden 

and Oakshott, the communality, present within medieval culture and deeply ingrained 

into the fabric of the cycles, is something that contemporary British society is lacking and 

must reclaim. 

The productions of both Bryden's The Mvsteries and Oakshott's revival of the 

York cycle placed a heavy emphasis on community, though their emphasis was quite 

different. Oakshott worked with the guilds of York, the institutions that were at the heart 

of medieval civic community. Her purpose in working with the guilds lay, I believe, in a 

desire to acknowledge the power of these contemporary socio-religious institutions, and 

to strengthen their power within the community. Oakshott's desires to increase 

communality did not lay strictly within working with the guilds. Oakshott's statements 

about the power of an original staging production to pull people together to work on a 

common goal prove that she was interested in using the production to create as wide a 

sense of community within York as she could. The rebuilding of community ties within 
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York was one of the largest goals of the production, outweighing aesthetic production 

goals. 

The Mysteries also had a heavy influence on the importance and power of the 

community. Bryden and Harrison used several strategies to make the audience feel like a 

community, most notably in creating a promenade-style environment where, for the large 

majority of the audience, there was no seating and instead the audience had to form 

different shapes around the playing areas. They also celebrated the community of the 

working-class, both by dressing characters in working-class dress and by using mundane 

props more associated with daily laboring than with supernatural events. Bryden drew 

the audience's attention towards the working class, and how both medieval community 

and working class community could provide models for a new sense of communality 

within Britain. This reawakening of communal ties was at the heart of Bryden's 

production. 

With both productions focusing so much on reviving a sense of community that 

Oakshott and Bryden believed could be found in the medieval mystery cycles, it follows 

that Bryden and Oakshott felt that the communal sense was lacking from contemporary 

Britain and their perception of that absence was what led both of them to produce 

versions of the cycle plays. The power of religion to bind such communities together, a 

theme also prevalent in the cycles, surely also played a part in Oakshott and Bryden's 

attractions to the plays. Therefore, while Oakshott and Bryden used quite different 

strategies for dealing with the mentality gap, their productions are in some ways quite 

similar, especially in their shared emphasis on communality. Indeed, in both of these 
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productions, it was the difference between the contemporary and medieval mentalities 

that drew the directors towards the source material. 

Perhaps the goal of reviving a medieval sense of community is highly naive. That 

sense of community imprinted in the medieval mystery cycles was the by-product of a 

complex set of social mores, institutions, and shared ideas within medieval British 

culture; it was very much the result of the mentality of the time, the structure of belief 

that medieval Britons had. But the fact that Bryden and Oakshott made such an attempt 

shows two very important things. First, it attests to the power of theatre, even within 

contemporary Britain where other forms of entertainment have become more popular. 

That Bryden and Oakshott used a theatrical forum to work on strengthening a sense of 

communality shows that both of these directors believed in the power of the art form to 

make changes within people's lives, even extremely deep cultural change. Second, it 

shows that the experience of the lack of communality is a distinct feature of the 

contemporary British mentality. 

Neither director could capture the truly medieval within the plays, as the 

mentalities of contemporary and medieval Britain are so different. Both of their creations 

were utterly contemporary; no medieval Briton could have constructed either of the 

productions. But that simply highlights the fact that both of these productions were in 

response to a contemporary need, and out of the work of Oakshott and Bryden, new, 

contemporary bonds of communality may be established. Thus, the medieval mystery 

cycles, the cultural products of a long past time, out of performance for nearly four 

centuries, now offer contemporary Britain a way to explore the importance and forms of 
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community. Thus, the very fact that the cycles were the product of a vastly different 

mentality makes them important and vital within theatre today. It is the mentality gap 

itself which makes the medieval mystery cycles powerful as a source for a performance 

today. 
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