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Roman Britain and ends with Charles II's restoration to the throne
imminent. The four essays in Part 1 treat pre-Elizabethan theatre,
the eight in Part 1 focus on the riches of the Elizabethan era,
and the seven in Part 11 on theatrical developments during and
after the reigns of James I and Charles I. The essays are written for
the general reader by leading British and American scholars, who
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a vivid subject vividly presented.
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General preface

It is not the aim of the three-volume Cambridge History of British Theatre to
construct theatrical history as a seamless narrative, not least because such
seamlessness would be a distortion of the stop/start/try-again, often oppor-
tunistic, truth. Chronology has guided, but not bullied, us. The editorial priv-
ilege has been to assemble a team of international scholars able to speak with
authority on their assigned (or sometimes chosen) topics. The binding subject
is theatre, to which drama is a major, but not the only, contributor.

Each of the volumes includes some essays which are broad surveys, some
which treat specific themes or episodes, some which are socio-theatrical
‘snapshots’ of single years and some which offer case studies of particular
performance events. There is, of course, an underlying assertion: that a na-
tion’s theatre is necessarily and importantly expressive of, even when resistant
to, the values that predominate at the time, but the choice of what to em-
phasise and what, however regretfully, to omit has rested with the volume’s
editor or editors. The aim has been to provide a comprehensive ‘history’ that
makes no vain pretence to all-inclusiveness. The character of the volumes is
the character of their contributors, and those contributors have been more
often asked to use a searchlight than a floodlight in order to illuminate the
past.

It is in the nature of ‘histories’ to be superseded. These volumes, though,
may hope to stand asa millennial record of scholarship ona cultural enterprise —
the British theatre — whose uniqueness is still valued. They are addressed to
a readership that ranges from students to sheer enthusiasts. A ‘history” is not
the place for scholars to talk in secret to other scholars. If we have ever erred
in that direction, it has been without the sanction of Victoria Cooper, who has
shepherded these volumes through to publication with the generosity that is
well known to all the authors who have worked with her.

Peter Thomson
xvii

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



1540

1542

1543

1544

1545

1546

1547

Chronology

Theatrical events

Lindsay’s Satite of the Three
Estates acted before the Scottish
court at Linlithgow.

Act of Parliament forbids plays
meddling with religious
doctrine.

First full-time post of Master of
the Revels.

Anti-Catholic plays mark Edward
VI’s coronation. Act of 1543

xviii

Political events

Fall and execution of Thomas
Cromwell. Henry VIII marries
Ann of Cleves (marriage
annulled); marries Katherine
Howard.

War with Scotland (until 1560);
Katherine Howard executed;
James V dies, Mary Queen of
Scots born and succeeds to
Scottish throne. Founding of the
Roman Inquisition.

Henry VIII marries Katherine
Parr; Act ‘for the Advancement
of True Religion’ against
unauthorised translations of the
Bible. Copernicus’s De
revolutionibus published.

Henry VIII at war with France.
Boulogne captured. John Bale’s
Brief Chronicle concerning Sir John
Oldcastle published.

Council of Trent meets to
reform Catholic church.

War with France ends. Luther
dies.

Henry VIII dies. Edward VI
succeeds to the throne. Henry
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1549

1550

1551

1552

1553

1554

1555

1556

1557

Chronology

repealed. Sebastian Westcott
becomes master of Paul’s Boys.

Kett’s rebellion supported by
audience for annual play at
Wymondham near Norwich. All
English plays banned for two
months.

Royal proclamation requires all
professional acting companies to
be licensed.

Troas, first of Seneca’s plays acted
in England at Trinity College,
Cambridge.

Bale’s anti-Catholic trilogy (God’s
Promises, John the Baptist’s
Preaching, Temptation of our Lord)
acted at Kilkenny. Renewal of
ban on doctrinal plays.

Version of Lindsay’s Satire of the
Three Estates acted at Carlton
Hill, Edinburgh, before Marie de
Guise.

Nicholas Udall headmaster of
Westminster School. Worcester’s
Men become active.

Seditious plays against Mary and
Philip performed by Sir Francis
Leke’s company.

Seditious plays in Kent.

Xix

Howard, Earl of Surrey, executed
and Somerset becomes
Protector. Chantries suppressed.
War with France (until 1550).
Kett’s rebellion. Act of
Uniformity, Catholic mass illegal.
First Book of Common Prayer.

Catholic bishops removed in
England.

Somerset executed. Second Act
of Uniformity. Second Book of
Common Prayer.

Forty-Two Articles. Edward VI
dies. Mary I succeeds to the
throne.

Sir Thomas Wyatt’s rebellion.
Lady Jane Grey executed. Mary
marries Philip of Spain. England
reconciled with Rome. Knox
meets Calvin at Geneva.
Reginald Pole made Cardinal
Legate in England.

Latimer and Ridley burned.
Religious peace of Augsburg.

Cranmer burned. Charles V,
Holy Roman emperor, abdicates.
His son (Mary I's consort) Philip
I crowned King of Spain.

War with France (to 1559). Pole’s
legatine commission

withdrawn.
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1558

1559

1560

1561

1562

1563

1564

1566

Chronology

Renewed governmental
prohibition of plays of religious
controversy. Warwick’s Men
become active.

Westcott begins regular court
performances with Paul’s
Boys.

Thomas Ashton becomes
headmaster of Shrewsbury
School and begins annual
open-air religious plays.
Gorboduc first performed at Inner
Temple, later at court before
Elizabeth L.

Derby’s Men become active.

Elizabeth I sees Plautus’s
Aulularia, Haliwell’s Dido and
Udall’s Ezechias at King’s College
Chapel, Cambridge. Rich’s Men
become active.

Elizabeth I sees Marcus Geminus,
Calthill’s Progne and Edwards’s
Palamon and Arcite at Christ
Church hall, Oxford. Richard
Farrant begins annual court play
with Windsor Chapel Children.

Loss of Calais. Mary dies.
Elizabeth I succeeds to the
throne. Knox’s First Blast of the
Trumpet against the Monstrous
Regiment of Women

published.

Knox’s return to Scotland sparks
religious revolt. Third Act of
Uniformity and Act of
Supremacy. Matthew Parker
appointed Archbishop of
Canterbury. England and Spain
make peace with France.
Treaty of Edinburgh. French
expelled from Scotland.

O’Neill’s rebellion in Ireland.

Civil war in France.

Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion
define Anglican theology. First
Poor Law. Foxe’s Acts and
Monuments published.

Calvin dies.

Revolt in the Netherlands.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



1567

1568

1569

1570

1571

1572

1573

1574

1575

1576

Chronology

John Brayne builds Red Lion
playhouse in Stepney, east of
London.

Last performance of York
miracle cycle. Sussex’s Men
become active.

Act for the Punishment of
Vagabonds (includes unlicensed
travelling players). Richard
Mulcaster begins annual court
play with Merchant Taylors’
boys.

Italian players (including
women) allowed to act in
London by command of the
Privy Council. Leicester’s Men
active.

Elizabeth grants patent to Earl of
Leicester’s company.

Earl of Leicester entertains
Elizabeth I at Kenilworth with
shows. Mayor of Chester
summoned for permitting
performance of miracle cycle.
Westcott using part of St Paul’s
school property for ‘private
theatre’ performances.

James Burbage and John Brayne
build The Theatre in Shoreditch,
London. Richard Farrant takes
over Chapel Royal plays and sets
up Blackfriars “private’ theatre.

XXi

Duke of Alva in the Netherlands.
The ‘council of Blood’.

Mary Queen of Scots flees to
England.

Rising in the north against
Elizabeth.

Elizabeth excommunicated by
Pope Pius V.

Ridolfi plot. Elizabeth breaks off
diplomatic relations with Spain.
Massacre of St Bartholomew.
Knox dies.

Diplomatic relations with Spain
resumed.

Persecution of Catholics in
England.

New Poor Law. Anabaptists
burned in England.

Edmund Grindal appointed
Archbishop of Canterbury.
Frobisher’s voyage begins.
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1577

1579

1580
1582
1583
1584

1585
1586

1587

1588

1589

1590

1592

1593

1594

1595

Chronology

Strange’s Men active. Curtain
playhouse opens? Newington
Butts playhouse built about this
time.

Edmond Tilney appointed
Master of the Revels.

Oxford’s Men active.
Chamberlain’s Men active.
Queen’s Men formed. Oxford’s
Boys perform at Blackfriars.

Admiral’s Men active.
Will Kemp at Frederick II's court
in Elsinore.

Rose playhouse built.

Tarlton dies.

Paul’s Boys cease playing.
Plague closes the playhouses for
two years. Pembroke’s Men on
tour.

Admiral’s Men and
Chamberlain’s Men begin

playing.

xxii

Drake sets off around the world.

Proposed marriage of Elizabeth
I and Duke of Anjou. Military
involvement supporting Dutch
rebellion against Spain.

Whitgift made Archbishop of
Canterbury. Throckmorton plot.
Ralegh fails in Virginia. Oath of
Association to defend Elizabeth.

Battle of Zutphen. Babbington
plot to free Mary Queen of Scots;
her trial. Star Chamber forbids
publications without
ecclesiastical approval.

Pope declares crusade against
England. Mary Queen of Scots
executed. Drake at Cadiz.

The Spanish Armada fails.
James VI of Scotland marries
Anne of Denmark.

Non-attendance at church
punishable by banishment.

Ralegh in Guiana. Drake and
Hawkins die in West Indies.
Tyrone rebellion in Ireland.
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1506

1597

1508

1599

1600

1601
1603

1604

1605

1606
1607

1608

1609
1610

1611

Chronology

Second Blackfriars playhouse
built.

Playing in London restricted to
Admiral’s and Chamberlain’s
Men.

Globe playhouse built. Paul’s
Boys resurrected.

Fortune playhouse built. Chapel
Boys active again.

Admiral’s Men become Prince
Henry’s Men, Chamberlain’s
Men become King’s Men.

Worcester’s Men become Queen
Anne’s Men. Children of the
Queen’s Revels formed.

Red Bull built.

Whitefriars playhouse built.
King’s Revels boy company at
Whitefriars.

King’s Men lease Blackfriars.
Cockpit (Phoenix) built.
George Buc becomes Master of

Revels.

Lady Elizabeth’s Men active.

xxiii

Essex attacks Cadiz.

Second Armada fails.
Philip II of Spain dies. Poor Law
revised.

Essex as general in Ireland:
recalled and imprisoned.

East India Company founded.
Prince Charles (later Charles I)
born to James VI of Scotland.
Gowrie plot against James.
Essex rebellion and execution.
Death of Elizabeth. Accession of
James VI of Scotland as James [
of England. Surrender of Earl of
Tyrone, end of Irish rebellion.

James inaugurates campaign
against recusants. Gunpowder
plot discovered.

Robert Carr, James’s Scottish
favourite, knighted. Francis
Bacon appointed
solicitor-general.

Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury,
appointed lord treasurer.

Plantation of Ulster. In Holland
Olden Barneveldt and Grotius
espouse Arminian views.

George Abbot appointed
Archbishop of Canterbury. Carr
made Viscount Rochester. Sale of
baronetcies at £1,095 a piece.
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1612

1613

1614

1615

1616

1617

1618

1619

1620

1621

Chronology

Prince’s Men active. Thomas
Heywood’s Apology for Actors
published.

Prince Henry’s Men become
Palsgrave’s Men. Globe burns
down. Children of the Revels and
Lady Elizabeth’s Men
amalgamate.

Second Globe playhouse built.
Hope playhouse built.

Porter’s Hall playhouse built.
Cockpit/Phoenix used as
theatre.

Ben Jonson’s Works published in
Folio, and he receives a life
pension from James I. Death of
Shakespeare.

Shrove Tuesday riots damage the
Phoenix playhouse.

Ralegh’s execution arranged for
same day (29 October) as Lord
Mayor’s show.

Remnants of Queen Anne’s
company become Red Bull
(Revels) company. Inigo Jones
begins work on Banqueting
House (completed 1622).

Fortune Theatre burns down.

XXiv

Prince Henry dies. Lancashire
witches hanged.

Princess Elizabeth marries
Frederick, the Elector Palatine.
The Essex divorce — the Countess
of Essex marries Robert Carr,
later Earl of Somerset. Death of
Thomas Overbury. Sarmiento
(Count of Gondomar) appointed
Spanish ambassador.

‘Addled’ Parliament.

Trial of Earl and Countess of
Somerset for Overbury’s murder.
Sale of peerages.

Ralegh’s expedition to Guiana.
First Congregational church
founded in England.

James I's journey to Scotland.

Beginning of the Thirty Years’
War.

Death of Queen Anne.
Execution of Olden Barneveldt.

Spanish invasion of Palatinate.
King Frederick of Bohemia
expelled from kingdom. Pilgrim
Fathers found New Plymouth,
Massachusetts.

Parliament attacks monopolies
and patents and impeaches
Bacon for taking bribes. Hostility
between king and Commons.
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1622

1623

1624

1625

1626

1627

1628

1629

1630

Chronology

John Astley briefly Master of the
Revels.

New Fortune Theatre opened.
Henry Herbert becomes Master
of the Revels.

A Game at Chess performed at
Globe. Actors and author called
before Privy Council.

London playhouses close at
death of James (27 March).
Plague keeps them closed until
November/December, when
Queen Henrietta’s Men become
active.

Remnants of Prince’s Men form
Red Bull company. Queen
Henrietta Maria and ladies
perform French play at Somerset
House. Riot in Fortune Theatre.

Salisbury Court playhouse built.
Visiting French troupe, including
actresses, meet a hostile
reception at Blackfriars. Also
perform at Red Bull and Fortune.

Plague closes theatres for seven

months. Cockpit-in-Court
opened.

XXV

Massacre at Amboyna. Prince
Charles and Duke of
Buckingham on match-making
visit to infanta in Spain. Elector
Frederick expelled from
Palatinate by imperial

troops.

War with Spain. Richelieu
becomes first minister of France.

Death of James I and accession of
Charles I. Marriage to Henrietta
Maria of France. Plague in
London.

Opposition between king and
Commons over forced loan.

England declares war on France.
Siege of La Rochelle.

Charles accepts Petition of Right
condemning extra-parliamentary
taxation. Murder of the Duke of
Buckingham.

Charles I dissolves third
parliament: beginning of eleven
years’ personal rule.
Imprisonment of Sir John Eliot
and rebellious MPs. Peace with
France.

Birth of future Charles II.
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1631

1632
1633

1634

1635
1636

1637

1638

1639

1640

1641

Chronology

Prince Charles’s Men become
active. Plague closures in early
part of year.

Cockpit-in-Court converted.
Queen performs in Montague’s
The Shepherd’s Paradise at
Somerset House.

Spanish actors at court. William
Prynne pilloried and imprisoned
for Histrio-Mastix.

French actors in London.
Plague closures from 12 May

to 2 October 1637. August/
September — troupes play before
king at Oxford.

Brief reopening of theatres in

February. Beeston’s Boys formed.

Queen’s Men active. Ogilby’s
Men active in Dublin. Werburgh
Street Theatre built there.

New Masquing House at
Whitehall.

Red Bull actors summoned by
Privy Council for libellous The
Whore New Vamped. Lord
Mayor’s shows stopped.
Beeston imprisoned for
Beeston’s Boys’ play at Cockpit.
William Davenant replaces him
to run company until 1641.
September/November — plague
closures.

August/November — plague
closures. The Stage-Playet’s

XXVi

Charles visits Scotland. Death of
Wallenstein. William Laud
appointed Archbishop of
Canterbury. Birth of future
James II.

Charles I and Laud visit Oxford.

Ship money controversy. Scots
ordered to accept English Prayer
Book.

Star Chamber ruling that ‘Rex is
Lex’. Solemn League and
Covenant.

First Bishops” War. Strafford
becomes king’s chief counsellor.

The “Short” Parliament (13 April -
5 May). Second Bishops” War.
‘Long’ Parliament summoned.
Laud and Strafford arrested.
Citizens bring ‘Root and Branch’
petition to Commons proposing
abolition of bishops.

Execution of Strafford. Star
Chamber and Court of High
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1642

1643

1644

1645

1646

1647

1648

Chronology

Complaint published. Davenant,
Suckling and Jermyn flee after
army plot uncovered.

Parliamentary debates on
suppression of plays: 2
September — Parliament orders
closure of theatres.

The Actors’ Remonstrance. Some
players at Oxford throughout the
war. Raid on illicit performance
at Fortune.

Interior of Globe playhouse
dismantled.

Masquing House at Whitehall
‘pulled down’.

King’s players petition and win
salary arrears from House of
Lords. Davenant in Paris.
Players act publicly at Salisbury
Court, Cockpit and Fortune. 16
July — parliamentary order
against playing. 22 October —
further parliamentary order
against playing. Beaumont and
Fletcher Folio published.
Players at Cockpit and Red Bull.
9 February — ordinance to
suppress players. June and July
ordinances for suppression
passed. Surreptitious
performances continue.

XXVii

Commission abolished. Root and
Branch bill and Grand
Remonstrance. Irish

rebellion.

Attempted arrest of five MPs.
Charles takes refuge in York. 22
August — Royal standard raised at
Nottingham. 23 October — battle
of Edgehill. Charles I establishes
headquarters in Oxford.
Parliament accepts Scottish
alliance and Solemn League and
Covenant. Death of John
Hampden, John Pym and Louis
XIII.

2 July — battle of Marston Moor.

Prayer Book abolished. Laud
executed. New Model Army
formed under Cromwell and
Fairfax. 14 June — battle of
Naseby.

Presbyterianism made state
religion. King takes refuge with
Scots. Oxford surrenders.

King handed over to parliament
in London, seized by army on
4 June, escapes to Isle of Wight.
Putney debates between
Levellers and army generals.

Second Civil War. Defeat of
Scottish royal army at Preston.
6—7 December Pride’s Purge.
End of Thirty Years” War with
Treaty of Westphalia.
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1649

1650

1651

1652

1653

1654

1655

1656

Chronology

Interiors of Fortune, Cockpit and
Salisbury Court dismantled. Red
Bull continues performances.

‘Humble Petition” of
impoverished actors to
Parliament. Raid on Red Bull.
Beeston repairs Cockpit and sets
up a boy’s training company.

Beeston buys lease of Salisbury
Court.

Robert Cox performs at Red
Bull. Gibbon'’s Tennis Court used
for performances. Raid on
performance of Killigrew’s
Claracilla. John Rowe, in
Tragi-Comoedia, implies illicit
provincial performance.
Attempts to suppress playing.
Raid on Wit Without Money at
Red Bull.

Plays at Red Bull, raided on 14
September. Blackfriars playhouse
‘pulled down’. Lord Mayor’s
shows resume.

Davenant apparently using
Gibbon'’s Tennis Court, Cockpit
and Apothecaries” Hall for
performance. May —
performances at Rutland House.
Hope Theatre ‘pulled down’.

XXViii

King’s trial and execution on

30 January. Rump Parliament
abolishes House of Lords and
monarchy. Commonwealth
proclaimed. Levellers capture
Burford. Cromwell crushes Irish
rebellion.

Charles II in Scotland accepts
Covenant.

Charles IT crowned at Scone.
Battle of Worcester and Charles’s
escape. Royalist estates
confiscated.

End of Irish War.

Parliament expelled by
Cromwell. ‘Barebones’
parliament sits July - December.
Instrument of Government
establishes Protectorate. Trial
and acquittal of John Lilburne.

Peace with Holland. First
protectorate parliament.

Proclamation on religious
liberty. War with Spain. Treaty
with France.

Second protectorate parliament.
Naval victories in war with Spain.
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1657
1658

1659

1660

Chronology

Davenant’s performances at
Cockpit.

Performances at Red Bull.
Davenant imprisoned for part in
royalist plot. Siege of Rhodes acted
at Cockpit. Actors arrested for
performing at Red Bull.

Theatre patents granted to
Killigrew and Davenant.

XXix

Cromwell declines kingship.
Parliament dissolved. Death of
Oliver Cromwell on

3 September. Richard Cromwell
appointed Lord Protector.

End of Protectorate. Rump
Parliament recalled. Monck leads
army from Scotland.

Monck recalls MPs excluded
since 1648, who vote for
dissolution of parliament.
Declaration of Breda. New
Parliament recalls Charles II,
who enters London on 29 May.
Founding of Royal Society.
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PRE-ELIZABETHAN THEATRE

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



I

From Roman to Renaissance in drama
and theatre

JOHN C. COLDEWEY

Roman remains: the Phantom limb

phantom limb, the sensation that an amputated limb is still present, often
associated with painful paresthesia. (Syn. stump hallucination)
(Stedman’s Medical Dictionary, 26th edition)

Patients recovering from amputations often report that during post-operative
healing — in some cases long after convalescence is over — they feel twinges
of pain or itching from the lost limb, an odd misfiring in the central nervous
system and cerebral cortex indicating that life continues to haunt what is
now clearly empty space. This phenomenon, a medical condition commonly
known as a ‘phantom limb’, compounds the body’s wistful remembrance with
something less than material fact. It may be a useful condition to keep in mind
as we approach the Roman theatrical tradition in Britain from a place and
time as far removed as the present. Like a phantom limb, Roman drama in
Britain continues to send signals of its once vital life long after all but stony
remnants of its presence have disappeared, long after the vast civilisation that
spawned and nurtured it passed on into history. Our experience of the Roman
theatrical tradition, poignant, incomplete, perhaps suspicious, has its roots in
that vibrant, vanished, phantom culture.

Today, in the early dawn of the twenty-first century, the rise and fall of the
phantom Roman empire and its cultural dominion, spanning five hundred
years of British history over two millennia ago, seem far-off events in a se-
quence hard to imagine, hard to suggest as even tangentially important to a
modern history of British theatre. The pastis passed by so easily. With the single
blink of an eye, a contemporary theatre aficionado with interests in scripts,
stages and costumes might quickly bypass whole centuries of Roman invasion,
occupation and cultural colonialism. Worse, the fragmentary nature or sheer
lack of historical evidence ensures that even when the tremendous project
of Roman colonisation and its later collapse come under close scrutiny, the
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difficulties of detail prove almost impossible to catalogue. And how relevant
might such ancient events be, in any case, to our understanding of current
theatrical practices? And yet, whatever modern misgivings may come into
play, clearly in those unimaginably distant days, sponsored by that astonishing
Roman civilisation, the first true performances of drama in Britain took place,
the first true theatres were built, and the heritage of the modern stage began.
For us it represents a necessary starting point, the first seeds of a future that
continue to flower today.

As usual when we are discussing plays and performances, whatever we
know about early practices is necessarily linked to a larger story, since the
genre of drama always functions not only as a literary archetype but as a social
artifact as well. The meanings and impulses of staged events depend not only
upon texts but also upon cultural contexts. For our purposes — tracing the
earliest theatrical traditions in the country — this generic feature of drama
proves a mercy, for we lack any playtexts specific to the Roman province
of Britannia. We can, however, still explore collateral kinds of evidence to
derive some sense of what the beginnings of drama here may have entailed.
Mercifully too, although many details are in dispute, the main contours of the
larger story of Roman occupation and withdrawal are relatively well known
and easily related. Those chronologically distant Roman traditions, combined
with architectural ruins from Roman times and other physical evidence from
antiquity, can provide us with oblique but suggestive contemporary testimony
about early British theatrical habits.

First, the familiar story. During the middle of the first century before
Christ, in 55 B¢, a Roman expeditionary force of some 10,000 foot soldiers and
500 cavalry under the command of Julius Caesar arrived in Britain. It took
only a few successful skirmishes to impress resident Celtic tribal inhabitants
with the ruthlessness and efficiency of Roman military power, and then Cae-
sar and his reconnaissance troops sailed back to Gaul. The Romans, for their
part, seem to have been impressed with the possibility of an easy conquest,
for a year later they returned with an even larger military contingent: 25,000
legionaries and 2,000 cavalry. This time, although the Celtic tribes offered
fiercer resistance, once again they proved unequal to the seasoned and disci-
plined Roman troops. Having conquered the most powerful regional tribe,
the Catuvellauni, Caesar forged a convenient peace with its leaders, arrang-
ing for regular tribute to be paid to Rome. Then the Romans disappeared
from Britain again for nearly a century. Back in Rome the government was in
tumult, and civil war threatened to break down the republic itself, so for gen-
erations in Britain a succession of tribal representatives maintained trade with
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the empire and the Romans ruled loosely, in absentia. Celtic tribes in the south
and east of Britain seem to have struggled amongst themselves for power,
and early minted coins — one of the few kinds of evidence surviving from this
period — suggest a sequence of Celtic rulers. Tribal fighting finally led to fully
consolidated rule in those areas the Romans had conquered, and during the
course of time, Britain (or a large part of it) became established as a client state
of Rome. For the time being tribes managed to retain their Celtic identities,
maintaining an only partially Romanised culture. But this situation would soon
change.

Nearly midway through the following century, by about ap 40, a renewal
of violent tribal clashes in Britain turned Rome’s attention once more in that
direction. The famously unbalanced emperor Caligula contemplated invasion,
though in the end seems to have lost interest and called the project off. After
he was murdered, his successor Claudius moved the plan forward once again,
and in AD 43 a force of some 40,000 men arrived in Britain, overwhelming
any opposition. The new emperor, in need of the popularity that a military
conquest might bring at home, quickly made his way across the channel to ap-
pear in full martial splendour - including, memorably, his fighting elephants —
impressing the locals and celebrating victory before returning triumphantly
to Rome a few weeks later. Claudius left behind his commander, Plautius, to
serve as governor and to extend and consolidate colonial rule. Clearly, this
time the Romans had come to stay. Within two generations legionary expe-
ditions vigorously extended their military presence and pushed the edges of
occupied territory into the south-west as far as Exeter, west into Wales, and
north to the Scottish lowlands. Better equipped and trained, the Romans were
facing essentially bronze-age enemies, and victory was in many senses foreor-
dained. The experienced troops quashed tribal revolts and uprisings handily,
often brutally. With the exception of the uprising of Boudicca, queen of the
Iceni, who joined with the Trinovantes in a nearly successful bloody revolt in
AD 60, the script of Roman conquest was reenacted across the countryside,
setting the scene for commercial exploitation and the spread of the Roman
way of life. Colonisation came fast on the heels of conquest. Roman troops
were quickly joined by Roman bureaucrats buttressed by Roman workers and
artisans. Together they brought new fiscal policies, trade, social discipline and
order to the conquered land, conveniently adapting local customs to their own
practices.

As they secured the frontiers of the new province of Britannia, the Romans
established towns in strategic locations: places like Colchester (Camulo-
dunum), where a group of veterans set up the first colonia, or chartered town,
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in AD 49, extending the legionary fortress which had itself been built across
from the former capitol of the once powerful Trinovantes tribe. The settle-
ment soon became an elaborate regional centre for Roman citizens, complete
with a temple and a forum, public buildings, tessellated walkways, and, ac-
cording to Tacitus, a theatre. Urban planning and architecture were patterned
on Roman models here as in other early towns. These were established at St
Albans (Verulamium, former capitol of the Catuvellauni tribe), at the three
coloniae of Lincoln (Lindum), York (Eboracum) and Gloucester (Glevum), at
trading communities like London (Londinium), Canterbury (Durovernum),
Silchester (Calleva) and a host of other places. The Roman military forces
spread scores of fortified settlements thickly across the countryside, many of
which eventually developed and flourished as major population centres with
local markets and governments. All these centres, and most military sites as
well, were linked by the ongoing construction of more than 5,000 miles of skil-
fully engineered roads, completed in the main by the end of the first century
(see figure 1).

Within two or three generations the Romans had successfully imported an
elaborate network of institutions to serve colonial Britannia: not only mili-
tary but social, political, economic, religious and ceremonial, signalling utter
change in every arena of life. They developed markets, farms, villas, baths,
vineyards, systems of transportation and communication, and they brought a
new rule of law. They introduced a true money economy and other economic
structures profoundly different from the tribal practices of the indigenous
Celtic peoples. However remote and provincial Britannia may have seemed
from the centre of action, in a surprisingly short time it had taken on much
of the colouring of the bustling Roman empire. And over time the conquered
people not only took part in the advanced material culture, they also came
to share Roman habits of mind, ideologies, pleasures and pastimes. Tacitus,
son-in-law to Agricola, the distinguished Roman general and governor of
Britannia from AD 77-84, saw this cultural imperialism as a kind of cruel
colonising trick. Writing just after the end of the first century ap, he noted
that

... they who lately disdained the tongue of Rome now coveted its eloquence.
Hence, too, a liking sprang up for our style of dress, and the ‘toga’ became
fashionable. Step by step they were led to things which dispose to vice, the
lounge, the bath, the elegant banquet. All this in their ignorance, they called
civilisation, when it was but a part of their servitude.”

1 Tacitus, The Complete Works, 21.
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Figure 1 Roman Britain, roads and settlements

But by then the project had such enormous momentum that it could hardly
be slowed. In the year 130 Hadrian had completed his stupendous eighty-mile
fortified wall running sea to sea in the north of the country, from the Tyne to the
Solway. Within the next twenty years his successor put up the turf-and-ditch
Antonine wall even further north, along the Forth—Clyde line. Occasional
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breaches of these fortified boundaries occurred, but Hadrian’s wall proved
most durable, and Romanisation continued within the protected territory
to the south at an astonishing pace. Turning back raids from Scotland and
Wales and the south-west, legionary troops forced the borders of occupation
outwards, and for generations the growth and development of the burgeon-
ing society under Roman military rule went on virtually free from serious
challenge.

And so time passed, a good deal of it, centuries. It would be hard to overes-
timate the transformative power and importance of Romanisation during this
era. Now a distinct province of Rome, Britannia prospered while the phenom-
enal growth of the empire itself continued unabated, apparently invincible,
inevitable, expanding across most of the known worlds of Europe and the
near east. And in Britannia, through all of the four centuries of Roman glory,
generations flourished, increasing in number and wealth. The population then
is estimated to have reached between three and four million people, about as
great a number as were alive before the Black Death struck in the fourteenth
century.®* And clearly the powerful Roman culture put down deep roots during
the time it ruled Britain. As new towns and villas were founded, older commu-
nities settled in for the long haul, consolidating, spreading, investing in public
amenities, building and rebuilding civic structures central to the Roman way
of life: temples, basilicas, forums, baths, amphitheatres and theatres.

During the second and third centuries, Roman domination tamed the land-
scape of Britain. Over six hundred villas arose in rural settings — some of them,
like Chedworth in Gloucestershire, or the palatial quarters at Fishbourne,
quite spectacular — marking the homes of successful chieftains, or centres of
large agricultural holdings, sometimes acting as regional leisure retreats. But
the main thrust of Romanisation was felt in urban development. Towns were
platted along the recognisable Roman grid system, and they thrived within
other fully articulated systems of protection, support, transport and trade. The
positioning of these towns did not, of course, occur by happenstance. From the
beginning, they were situated about a day’s march apart, along an increasingly
developed network of roads radiating out from London — a settlement that
had evolved early on as the main commercial centre for the province. These
roads, with post and relay stations along the way, acted not only as a means of
military transport, but as the main arteries for trade and information, for such
foreign goods as wine, pottery, bronzeware and glass. Smooth, strongly built
and well maintained, the roads offered easy access to every corner of the land.

2 See Jones, The End of Roman Britain, 13-14.
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The three main routes out of London extended to Lincoln, York and the north,
to Chester and up to Carlisle, and to Gloucester, Wales and the south-west.
Facilitated by these conduits, the final quarter of the first century saw a surge
of public building and development in such centres as Verulamium, Silchester,
Cirencester, Winchester, Canterbury, Chichester and Exeter.

As early as the second century, Christianity slowly began to make inroads
in the culture, though it was not until after Constantine was hailed as the
Augustus of the west in 312 that the entire Roman empire would become
nominally Christian. In Britannia certainly no overnight conversion occurred,
though some Christian liturgical remains from the second and third centuries
testify to its vitality. During these same centuries, however, a serious political
storm was in the making for the empire and for Britannia. In the third and
fourth centuries, Roman military expansion in Europe shaded imperceptibly
into over-extension, while in Rome itself power corrupted the social order
and the privilege of citizenship was regularly abused. Ultimately the centre
could no longer hold. By the fifth century — certainly by the year ap 400 —
the long golden afternoon of empire had faded, though there was no sign
of the utter darkness that lay ahead. As imperial energy drained, all forward
movement ceased. In the northern and western European provinces, local
resistance to the Roman legions became more successful: tough Germanic
tribes — themselves pushed by pitiless nomadic raiders coming out of the Asian
steppes — presented strong military challenges. Tasting success, the Germanic
tribes went on the offensive and began to storm the empire itself. The conflict
increased over two or three generations until at last a fatally weakened Rome
fell before triumphant but ignorant Visigoths. The rough barbarians wrested
control and booty from the helpless centre of the empire, and by ap 463, Rome
had been sacked twice. Almost overnight its far-reaching accomplishments
became merely history. In ap 467 the last of the Roman emperors died, and
the civilisation that once stretched from far northern and western Europe
to the far east collapsed utterly before the invaders. Only the eastern part
of the empire, the prosperous Byzantine world centred in Constantinople,
remained intact. The crude conquerors of the western Roman world made
poor governors, and in succeeding decades they greedily proceeded simply to
dismember the empire and to pick clean the bones of the classical world. The
gutted remnants, clearly spectacular even today, can still be seen in widespread
ruins familiar to us mainly as tourist attractions: bleached pillars of temples,
impressive stretches of aqueducts, suggestive shapes of amphitheatres, public
baths, forums, and a host of other public and private buildings scattered across
the face of two continents.
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Through this whole time of development, expansion, over-extension and
collapse, we know that theatrical practices of all kinds were a mainstay in
Roman culture. In Rome, the heart of the empire, theatre ruled. Plays and
farces filled the stages, mimes and acrobats roamed the streets, and wildly
popular sporting events jammed the amphitheatres. Public spectacle attended
events large and small: military triumphs, political victories, milestones in
emperors’ personal lives, the many feast days associated with gods. It is hard
for us, at this remove, to imagine just how thoroughly performance permeated
the Roman world. And not only in Rome did one do as the Romans, but in
the provinces too. The almost numberless ruins of buildings dedicated to
performance, found wherever the Romans set up a town of any size, provide
ocular proof of their love and cultivation of spectacle.

For our project of tracing the history of theatre in Britain, these last three
or four centuries are both too easy and too hard to generalise about as a local
phenomenon, given the real dearth of evidence. We can say little about the
lives of individuals in the more than fifteen or twenty generations of people
who lived and died during the course of those years. We know that the Romans
transformed material and imaginative landscapes in ways that archaeologists
and cultural historians are still trying to reconstruct. Of the plays, shows
and spectacles performed in Britain over this long span of time, no texts or
scripts survive other than those more generally associated with Roman theatre
proper. Today only oblique witnesses to the nature of the performances are
available: a few historical references, some mosaics, inscriptions, a mask or
two, and the mute remains of stone theatres and amphitheatres found in a
number of Roman towns whose skeletal forms still dot the countryside. In
one way or another, however, it is certain that the history of the empire, of
Britannia, and of individual communities was played out in the theatres of this
province. And we know too that theatre played an important part in the social
lives of its earliest practitioners.

We might begin to develop some picture of the place of theatre in Roman
life by picking over one of those ruins ourselves. Within an easy day’s journey
north out of London, following Watling Street to where it passed along the
banks of the meandering river Ver, lay the first true administrative capital of
the province, Verulamium (now St Albans). Here the Romans established one
of their earliest settlements, making it a municipium in Claudian times. Let us
pay it a visit now, since Verulamium also happens to be one of the few sites
in Roman Britain where a public theatre is known to have been built; indeed,
its ruins have survived for our inspection. Other theatres existed elsewhere,
without doubt: Colchester apparently had two of them, one within the town

I0
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and one at the nearby temple complex of Gosbecks Farm; and traces of a large
theatre have survived at Canterbury. At Brough-on-Humber an inscription
suggests that a theatre may well have existed there, although no remains have
been located. In Verulamium, by contrast, the remnants of the building itself
canstill be seen, offering real evidence aboutjusthow elaborate such structures
were, and about what might have gone on inside their walls. We should note
in passing that many Roman towns in Britain sported amphitheatres, those
architectural kissing cousins of theatres. Possible remains have been identified
in atleast fifteen sites.? But there is no indication that amphitheatres were used
for anything but spectacle: races, sporting events, gladiatorial contests and the
like.

The theatre in Verulamium was only one architectural feature of a highly
sophisticated town, and theatrical events were no doubt linked to a thriving
civic culture. Today an extensive complex of well-preserved ruins attests to the
early development of the site. Founded as a fortified town in Claudian times,
it had a forum, a basilica, houses and timber-framed shops, some of which
seem to have been engaged in the manufacture of metalwork. In spite of its
walled fortifications, Verulamium was overrun by Boudicca’s forces in aAp 60,
its entire population was slaughtered and its buildings burnt to the ground.
The town would spend the next two generations recovering, rebuilding. An
inscription tells us that a new forum was dedicated by Agricola in Ap 79, and by
the end of the century the renewal plans seem to have succeeded spectacularly,
creating the largest forum and basilica complex north of the Alps. Atits centre
stretched an enormous forum piazza, over 9o metres long and 60 metres wide,
surrounded by a colonnaded walkway. Clustered around that was a massive
group of imposing buildings (see figure 2): on the south-west side, running
the entire length of the forum, a civic hall housed administrative offices and a
council chamber, probably, in large rooms with tessellated floors and plastered
walls; on the north-east side, between the forum and Watling Street, stood a
tremendous basilica, some 120 metres long and reaching a height of perhaps 30
metres, with an elaborate fagade on the main road and other entrances facing
the forum. To the north-west was a range of shops, and immediately west of
those, a temple. Across Watling Street from the basilica was the macellum, or
market hall, enclosing shops of all kinds. The town also had public baths and
that certain badge of importance, a mint. The second century continued the
building boom in Verulamium, although some time around ap 155 a disastrous

3 Inaddition to St Albans, the sites are Caerwent, Caister-by-Norwich, Carmarthen, Chich-
ester, Cirencester, Colchester, Dorchester, Leicester, London, Sarmizagethusa, Silchester,
Trier, Wroxeter and York.
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Figure 2 Plan of late Antonine Verulamium

fire swept through the town from end to end, and the process of rebuilding
had to begin again. It was at this time, or perhaps slightly before, that the
theatre was erected.

Were we to visit Verulamium in the late second or early third century,
then, following Watling Street up from London, we would enter through a
gateway, past an ancient temple complex and shops — workshops, perhaps,
smithies and cookshops and houses on our left, and through a monumental
arch (see right side of figure 2). A hundred or so metres ahead would loom the
walls of the forum, where Watling Street, the main road, turned. Following
it, we would skirt the end of the basilica towering high above. Not much
further along Watling Street we would travel past the elaborate fagade of the
basilica itself — no doubt decorated with carvings, statues, and inscriptions.
Beyond the basilica the main road to Colchester led off to the right, down
a hill and across the river Ver, but Watling Street continued straight ahead
towards a monumental arch marking the far end of town. Before reaching that
arch, just before coming to the road leading right towards Colchester, stood
a large covered market building, or macellum, on the right-hand corner; and
there on the left, its flat back facing the intersection, lay the D-shaped theatre

(see figure 3).
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Figure 4 Remains of the theatre at Verulamium
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Figure 5 Verulamium theatre in the late second century

Today the remnants of that building form a large and impressive horseshoe,
afoundation of stone and turf. Itis the only completely exposed theatrical ruins
in Britain (see figure 4). First discovered in 1847, the site was not excavated until
1930-5. Archaeological evidence suggests that the original building was built
in the mid second century and altered twice, once at the end of the century
and again at the end of the third. Even from the plan of the building (see
figure 5) we can easily discern a startlingly contemporary outdoor playhouse,
with features no less sophisticated than those found in Elizabethan structures.
In its heyday, the theatre at Verulamium may have looked something like the
modern rendering by Alan Sorrell, based on the stone and earthen remains
(see figure 6). The aerial view in this depiction looks north-east, towards the
intersection of Watling Street and the road to Colchester; the theatre stood
with its flat back to Watling Street.

The theatre’s functional familiarity is perhaps as astonishing to the modern
eye as is the reconstruction of Verulamium itself. The first thing to notice is
its size and amenities. Although small in comparison with some theatres and
amphitheatres found in Rome proper or with some of the other structures
erected by the Romans for entertainment elsewhere in the empire — the elab-
orate theatre at Orange in modern-day France, for example — the theatre at
Verulamium was still very large indeed, easily accommodating an audience of
several thousand people. The enclosed steeply banked seating arrangement
created superior acoustics and sightlines, while the stage offered a platform

14
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Figure 6 Modern reconstruction of the theatre at Verulamium, an aerial view, from a
painting by Alan Sorrell

that dominated one end entirely. When the stage was redesigned and rebuilt
during the second and third centuries, the main changes were a remodelling
of the entrances and a consolidation of the playing area. The stage itself was
extended into the orchestra space, as was the tiered seating immediately op-
posite; later the orchestra was cleared again. In front of the stage, hidden by
a butt wall, was a metre-deep trench into which a drop curtain seems to have
been lowered — a Roman invention.* At performance time the crowd entered
via gates flanked by seats directly opposite and to the right and left of the stage.
The stage itself, made of wood, was covered overhead with a decorated roofed
structure supported by five columns (see figure 7).

On our imagined late second-century trip to Verulamium, then, we could
enter into that theatre, its stage already widened and deepened, its interior
accessible through arched doorways and covered aisles. We could sit in the
new tier of seats facing the raised stage across the remaining open space of the
orchestra. The green plastered walls surrounding the yard would lead our eye
beyond the butt wall and curtain slot to the stage itself, decorated above with

4 For a fuller account, see Liversidge, Britain in the Roman Empire, 368—71.
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Figure 7 Modern reconstruction of the theatre at Verulamium, interior, from a rendering
by A. G. W. Lowther

yellow cornices, and set off with carved rows of red and orange Acanthusleaves
along its top.> With the curtain retracted, we could see the line of columns
further upstage, surmounted by elaborate Corinthian capitals, architecturally
framingthe scenestobe performed. Since the tiers of seats extended beyond the
semicircular, past both edges of the stage, we would be surrounded on nearly
three sides by other spectators. This design feature allowed the orchestra, as
well as the stage, to act as a focal centre for the assembled audience. It also
enabled the theatrical space to accommodate entertainments and spectacles of
many kinds — plays, mimes, music and dance could be performed on the stage
proper, while other kinds of spectacular or ritual events could be performed
in the orchestra.

What might we have seen there, had we sat down in that crowded theatre
so very long ago? No one knows. The possibilities range from classical com-
edy and tragedy, with masks and robes and the sung dialogue characteristic
of Roman theatrical traditions, to miming or music, performed perhaps by
itinerant troupes, to more physically orientated circus-like events, including ac-
robats, wrestlers, jugglers, or games with wild beasts and gladiators. Whether
we might see an improvisational or a scripted performance while we sat there
is also unclear; both are mentioned from time to time in a number of ways and

5 Fragments of these decorations have survived. See ibid., 369—71.
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in a number of places formerly under Roman rule. For their theatrical tradi-
tion proper, the Romans had followed the lead of the Greek dramatists, whom
they both admired and seemed to find intimidating. Playwrights like Plautus
and Terence typically coarsened domestic comedy and made it more physical,
while Seneca closeted and rhetoricised tragedy, making it more grandiloquent.
It is hard to know if such fare regularly reached provinces like Britannia or not.
But classically comic or tragic or not, scripted or not, even acted or not — as
opposed to declaimed, danced, sung, or fought with sword and shield, trident
and net — the vigour of performance and the importance of theatrical spectacle
as the main habit of entertainment throughout the empire is undisputed. By
the fourth century, according to the Roman calendar that set certain dates
for such entertainment, 101 days were allotted each year to the theatre, and
another ten to the amphitheatre. Whatever we saw and heard, sitting there in
the theatre in Verulamium, chances are that we would have been part of an
avid and experienced audience, and like many modern audiences would have
vowed to return another day. As would be true for other theatres in Britannia
and the empire, then, the theatre in Verulamium would have offered frequent
performances of varying sophistication or vulgarity throughout the course of
the year in a surprisingly familiar space.

A bird’s-eye view looking down at us sitting there in the tiers of the second-
century theatre in Verulamium would reveal a second thing worth noting
about the building: it was sited precisely midway between the market hall
(macellum) located immediately across Watling Street to the north, and the
temple complex located immediately to the south. Today this siting acts as a
convenient geographical reminder of the material significance that spectacu-
lar performance played in civic life, while suggesting also the dovetailing of
theatrical spectacle and ancient religion. Certainly the building of theatres in
other towns like Canterbury and Colchester, along with the clear popularity of
amphitheatres in towns all over the country during these times, implies some-
thing of the central role that entertainment played in provincial society. It also
provides testimony to social mixing and to the existence of a relatively luxuri-
ous life for many in Britannia. By the year 350, after all, the province had been
part of the Roman empire for over 300 years, and much of its culture followed
the lead of imperial tastes. Public buildings and private villas alike sported cen-
tral heating from hypocausts, had tessellated floors, tile roofs, marble veneers,
decorative frescoes and mosaics. Surviving domestic items like fine glass and
tableware, personal jewellery with gold-plated beads and carved gemstones,
speak for active trade with other parts of the empire, for sophisticated tastes
and imported comforts. Taken together, the rich, even sumptuous, material
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surroundings, furnishings and adornments found in Britannia unmistakably
convey a world of fine living enjoyed by those of substance among the provin-
cial population. Some items, like the oversized ceramic theatrical mask found
in Baldock, Hertfordshire, or the shallow green-glass ‘gladiator vase’ from
Colchester showing eight named gladiators, or the mosaics depicting chariot-
racing in Horkstow, Lincolnshire, reinforce the picture of a Romanised culture
and a society that sponsored and valued performative arts of all kinds — just as
in the imperial centre of culture, Rome.

Theatres in the towns of Britannia like Verulamium provided sites for en-
tertaining the well-to-do crowd, to be sure, and they also provided a home for
communal gatherings of all kinds. Today we tend to think of theatrical per-
formances mainly as plays, but we know too that the line dividing ritual and
theatricality has always been a shifting one, difficult to differentiate, and the
close connection between drama and religion is familiar to us from as far back
as Classical Greece. In ancient Rome and its provinces, theatres were used for a
number of purposes, some of the earliest ones clearly religious. Given the large
number of Roman deities and the popularity of imperial cults, it is little won-
der that rites and processions, choral singing and ritualised celebrations for a
whole range of gods proliferated over time. Theatres were natural and suitable
sites for such elaborate public veneration, and it was common for them to be
situated contiguous to a temple, as they were at Verulamium, at Gosbecks
and Colchester, and at Catterick on the north bank of the river Swale. When
temples were built they were not intended to house whole congregations of
worshippers, but acted in essence as monuments to the deities, often attesting
to the honour of particular gods. They served as symbols of the community,
housed the image of the god, and sheltered the votive gifts of people and
state. Public ceremony and worship were conducted in the forecourt of the
temples, usually in the open air. Thus, theatres built in those forecourts and
adjacent to temples maintained a strong religious aura about them, and they
were certainly used — either primarily or secondarily — for religiously approved
activities. All these activities were sanctioned and supported, in Verulamium
and elsewhere, for the duration of the empire.

The periodic rebuilding of the theatre at Verulamium suggests that it was
used regularly duringitslifetime, but some time during the later fourth century
it fell into disuse, ending up as a rubbish-tip for the stalls in the market just
across Watling Street. Its decline followed a trend common in the late empire
against theatrical activity. In Britannia as elsewhere, one of the reasons for this
decline was the unchanging nature of public performance and the changing
cultural horizons of expectations. Comedy had come to rely almost entirely
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upon grotesque farce and lewd pantomime, while in the amphitheatres bloody
contests of men and beasts predominated. But over the course of time public
taste for such fare seems to have been diminishing; in the fourth century
the change coincided with a turn toward Christianity and against the whole
array of religious ceremonies and ritual performances associated with the
large pantheon of Roman deities. The diminished public taste for spectacle
may well reflect the shift in religious sensibilities that had been occurring
gradually, culminating in the widespread adoption of Christianity in 313 after
Emperor Constantine’s conversion. By the end of the century (393) Theodosius
I had made the profession of any religion other than Christianity unlawful.
This newly state-sanctioned religion, so unlike the numerous non-exclusive
religious sects followed by the Romans for so long, allowed for no ‘false” gods.
Also, surely in part because of bloody public shows involving Christian victims,
the church now reacted, suppressing buildings connected with pagan cults and
opposing spectacular performances of almost every kind. Thus the theatres, so
often built next to pagan temples and intimately involved with ritual practices,
suffered wide destruction and neglect. Not only is the rise of popular Roman
theatrical displays linked to the surrounding religious culture, then, but their
fall as well. In a fitting twist of fate, Verulamium in provincial Britannia would
ultimately become St Albans, named after the earliest Christian martyr in
Britain. Alban, an early inhabitant of Roman Verulamium, refused to take
part in official sacrifices after his conversion to Christianity, and is reputed to
have been executed near where St Albans Abbey now stands. The Christian
monument to St Alban would, in years to come, draw thousands in pious ritual
to a site not far from where the old temple and theatre complex had provided
an earlier brand of ritual performance to a different audience.

The Christian society was not sympathetic to theatrical performance. Some
sense of the Christian antagonism towards such things as they were staged in
the late Roman world can be gleaned from the writings of Tertullian (c. AD
150—. 220) and St Augustine. Tertullian objected to Roman shows in his De
Spectaculis, written about the year 200. In it, he condemned everything that was
fabricated as corrupt, sinful, part of a demonic plot to cloud mankind’s vision.
‘Demons’, he claimed, ‘with the purpose of attracting many away from his Lord
and binding him to their own service, achieved their purpose by granting him
the artistic talents required by the shows."® A play’s falsification of God’s world
was wrong, and an actor’s fabrication of a new identity in particular, whether
of a good or an evil character, constituted a sin. In doing so, evil was imitated

6 See the essay ‘On the spectacles’ in Thelwell’s translation of The Writings of Septimus
Florens Tertullianus.
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and good was mocked. Playing female characters — which pantomimes did as
a specialty — mocked nature itself and broke God’s law, Tertullian claimed, and
Christians should avoid all such spectacles as diabolical snares for the gullible:

Christians are forbidden the theatre . .. where . . . the best path to God’s favour
is the vileness of the Atellan gestures or the buffoon in woman'’s clothing. ..
in His law it is stated that a man is cursed who attires himself in female
garments; what then must be his judgment on the pantomime, who is trained
up to play the woman!

Augustine, writing two centuries later, voiced essentially the same condem-
nation; though he himself had frequented theatres in his youth and taken part
in performances. Perhaps because of this, his understanding of the theatre was
more intellectually complicated than Tertullian’s, and he often used acting as
a metaphor for the self-aware life.

In any case, by the end of the fourth century the abandonment of Roman
theatres was the least of the problems Britannia had to endure, for the empire
itself was tottering. In 395 it formally split into two parts, the eastern ruled
from Constantinople and the more besieged western from Rome. In provincial
Britannia, news was grim in every direction. In the north of the country
Hadrian’s wall failed before the repeated attacks from the Picts and Scots; on
the west, Irish raiders continued to make predations; and on the east and along
the channel coasts the Saxons from northern Europe were pushing hard by sea.
In 401, Roman troops in Britannia were sent back across the channel to defend
Italy against the Visigoths led by Alaric, and by 406 the last remnants of the
army were withdrawn from Britain, never to return. Increasingly desperate
and defenceless now, in 410 the Britons appealed for help to Emperor Honorius,
who informed them they would have to take care of themselves, signalling
that Roman protection of Britannia was a thing of the past. Alaric had in fact
at last entered Rome. In any case, the year 410 effectively marked the end of
direct Roman rule in Britannia. And thus began the long slide.

Roman troop-withdrawal from Britain affected far more than the country’s
ability to defend itself. As Rosalind Niblett points out, its entire economic base
disintegrated completely.

The economy was based on gold, silver and bronze coins, produced by the
central government to pay the army, but which percolated through the whole
of provincial society. By the fourth century households up and down the coun-
try relied on factories for supplies of pottery, glassware, brick and tile, together
with any food or goods not produced locally. All these were purchased with
money gained from the sale of surplus local produce. Thus the whole system
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depended not only on good communications, but also on the maintenance
of a money based economy, which in turn depended on the presence of the
Roman army.”

The severe economic disruption foreshadowed a breakdown of the Roman
social order that had evolved over hundreds of years. With the supply of new
coins cut off, the use of current coins — increasingly worn — gradually declined
over the next two decades until, by 430, barter had replaced it. Within two gen-
erations without a money economy, the agricultural system dependent upon
organised crop production by Roman villas fell apart utterly, with landlords,
tenants and labourers at odds. Industries producing such things as ironwork
and pottery for a national market collapsed, and local markets centred in towns
followed suit. A few towns lasted as settlements or as walled havens from ma-
rauders until later in the fifth century, but as institutions, as centres of cultural
continuity, most of the towns had stopped functioning by 450.

With its economy destroyed, its social order shattered, its land no longer
productive, Britain drifted into the dark, murky future like so many other
regions once under Roman control. Perishing along with the social constructs
of the Roman world were its material constructions: the widespread fortifica-
tions, towering city walls, and buildings that housed its former life — piazzas
and forums, basilicas, temples, market-places and theatres. These structures
deteriorated and eventually fell into ruin, their stonework pulled apart and
used for more mundane forms of shelter. In Verulamium, as Roman cultural
habits and social pastimes and cults disappeared, so too did theatrical perfor-
mances, public displays, spectacles and ritual observances. The theatre itself
seems to have been dismantled over the course of the next century, stone
by stone down to its foundations, until it disappeared entirely back into the
earth. Uncovered again today, the silent emptiness of the theatrical space still
testifies eloquently to its own history, its former space and structure. It still
signals like a phantom limb at some of the possibilities of its former life. But
its circumstances also point toward the future. Building materials from the
theatre are thought to have been used in the construction of St Albans Abbey
some centuries later, an ironic transposition of elements from a public show-
place to a private prayer space. But that carrying away and redeployment of
material from a public theatre to a holy church also suggests that, however
deeply buried, the seeds of performance might eventually spring to life again.
As if alive with a kind of theatrical charge that could affect the buildings they
were used in, the stones themselves would house another metamorphosis of

7 Niblett, Roman Hertfordshire, 213.
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theatrical activity in Britain, one that would occur centuries in the future. The
next stage was a kind of reversal, where church liturgy became transformed
into staged event. Ultimately, of course, staged event was to find its way back
into the theatre.

Liturgical drama: shall these bones live?

Shall these bones live? shall these
Bones live?. . ..
Under a juniper-tree the bones sang, scattered and shining. ..
Forgetting themselves and each other, united
In the quiet of the desert. This is the land which ye
Shall divide by lot. And neither division nor unity
Matters. This is the land. We have our inheritance.
(T. S. Eliot, Ash Wednesday)

When T. S. Eliot wrote Ash Wednesday, the first of his unabashedly con-
fessional, religiously inspired compositions, he was at a turning-point in his
own life, struggling to negotiate a balance between the private need for spiri-
tual experience, found close by in familiar ritual forms, and the public power
that poetic form conferred upon a wide range of cultic phenomena, including
eastern beliefs and the magic of words themselves to resonate in the human
heart. Eliot exploited this cultic property of language so as to suggest a world
of mystical truth available through faith. Paradoxically, his poetry came to
represent an alternative quasi-religious experience divorced from liturgy or
dogma. His accomplishment was to render the reader a participant, through
the force of poetic expression, in an inner world that moved from denial to
supplication, from loss to fulfilment, from hopelessness to communion, from
turmoil to peace. Twenty-first-century theatre historians face a similar chal-
lenge in dealing with medieval drama at a time in history when religious
faith is suspect in public ceremony and certainly abandoned on stage. As will
become apparent, coming to terms with liturgical plays and their relatives,
Latin music-dramas, will require a shift of sensibility, a new understanding of
context, an appreciation of ritual and of the lyric power rooted in religious art.

We might profitably begin by tracing some of the historical developments
that led away from the Romans and towards the Roman church, noting along
the way how completely theatrical performance was eclipsed before it could
rise again. As we trace the history of drama through these times, perhaps the
key words to remember are ‘spectacle’ and ‘communal context’. Spectacle
had in fact already overshadowed any serious drama in the theatre during
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the late Roman empire. Centuries later, long after any memory of dramatic
practices had disappeared, spectacle would become the means to usher in its
return. In Rome — and thus elsewhere in the empire, of course — plays had
degenerated into mere public display and sports; the staging of events like
chariot races, gladiatorial contests, and beast fights in amphitheatres, all of
which proved far more popular than theatrical ventures. Pantomime was the
exception, but even it became increasingly racy. The world of Roman public
entertainment thus turned crass, spectacular in the worst sense of the word.
Still, even pure spectacle required a modicum of organisation, structure and
scheduling, and even pantomime required a relatively cultivated audience that
might appreciate the finer points of dance and choral music. But when the
empire vanished, even such meagre theatrical fare disappeared along with any
audience at all.

By the time that Justinian was crowned emperor in Constantinople, in
527, the western part of the Roman empire had been lost for good. Justinian
made some attempts to reinscribe old borders and maintain some integrity
in the disintegrating realm, but these met with minimal success. For better
or worse, Visigoths had won the day, as would the Lombards later in the
century. A fragmented tribal rule replaced the unified Roman imperial model.
Meanwhile, in the east the Byzantine empire grew stronger and more powerful
than ever. As akind of emblem of the times, we might remember that Justinian
was the last Roman emperor to speak Latin rather than Greek. His long and
busy reign (527-68) consolidated power and brought a legal halt to any non-
Christian religious practices. The legacy of his building programme included
the spectacular Hagia Sophia, and his cultural legacy included a legal code
that was to become the foundation of much modern jurisprudence. Around
528 Justinian married Theodora, an actress or a dancer, but clearly a performer
of some kind. Her father had been the bearkeeper at the Hippodrome, and
her mother a professional dancer and an actress as well. The new emperor
and empress ruled together successfully until her death from cancer some
twenty years later. Theodora’s background as performer merits our attention
here, for it clearly indicates that in the east professional performance traditions
were still alive during the sixth century. In the west, whatever remained of
popular theatre perished as the empire collapsed. There, nothing survives from
these times—no actresses’ names or nuptial announcements, no contemporary
references, architectural ruins or theatrical artifacts — to suggest that the theatre
had any life left in it at all.

In what had been Roman Britannia, that lush and temperate outpost far
from classical ground zero, the process of social disintegration was already far
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advanced by the time of Justinian’s wedding in 528. From the moment the
Roman troops were recalled — signalling the final breakdown of the social
order — it would take nearly three centuries, from the fifth until the eighth,
simply to establish stable political rule. During these centuries, continuing raids
and wholesale immigration by the Saxons changed Britain’s racial make-up
and culture utterly. The new society that slowly emerged in the wake of Roman
abandonment was by all accounts and every measure of surviving evidence
a cruder one, certainly no place for anything like the drama that had been
practised when the empire had flourished. Except for a few late performances
by mimes, jugglers, tumblers, rope-walkers, stilt-walkers, strong men and the
like, who made their way across the countryside from time to time, the door
to the vital world of Roman theatricality was shut forever. Folk celebrations
no doubt existed, but the towns and villages had been rendered exposed,
vulnerable, and the act of travelling itself was now dangerous, tedious, slow. As
a sign of these times it may be useful to remember that for virtually a thousand
years after the Romans left Britannia, the best roads in the country remained
the ones they had built, even after centuries of chronic neglect and decay.

In the short term the Saxon settlements provided rough forms of shelter
and protection, similar perhaps to the chilly Nordic world figured forth in
Anglo-Saxon poems like Beowulf, where tribal affiliations and family fiefdoms
structured all aspects of life, and the high-gabled mead hall acted as the centre
of regional power. And so from the ruins of the former Roman empire a
sequence of narrow cultures slowly firmed up over the course of the next few
centuries. Augustine, sent by Pope Gregory the Great, brought literacy in the
service of Christianity to the shores of Britain and to its Anglo-Saxon kings in
the late sixth century. The religion took root, ultimately replacing Teutonic
pagan gods. Generations passed as a new cultural identity conformed itself to
Christian worship, and while shifting political kingdoms shook off the pitiless,
frighteningly successful Viking raids — predations that would end only with the
Norman conquest of 1066. Performance within this society was limited to the
singing and chanting of bards and minstrels before a liege lord and feasting
thanes. Studies have shown that, however complex the weaving of narrative
threadsin such compositions, the performative circumstances remained crude,
consisting in the main of minstrels or a bardic scop strumming a harp and
declaiming. No specific references to any other kind of performances survive,
exceptin occasional ecclesiastical prohibitions directed mainly against mimes.®
For an idea of what constituted mimetic activities we can turn to some elegiac

8 For a representative sampling of these prohibitions, see Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage,
1, 290—306.
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lines surviving from Carolingian times, which purport to be the epitaph of a
mime named Vitalis:

I used to mimic the face, manner and words of those talking,

So that you would think many people spoke from one mouth.

The subject, presented with a twin image of himself before his eyes,
Would tremble to see a more real self existing in my faces.

Oh, how often a lady saw herself in my performance,

And blushed for shame, horribly embarrassed.

Thus, as many human forms as were seen in my body

Were snatched away with me by the dismal day of death.®

In late Roman times the church had been cruelly satirised in pantomime
and song, and it had ever opposed performances requiring impersonation.
Such warnings were now regularly repeated. In 789, for example, a church
law threatened corporal punishment and exile to any player who counter-
feited a priest, and from the seventh century onwards clerics were repeat-
edly forbidden ever to participate in such entertainments. Whether the pro-
hibitions recorded at this time should be considered as evidence for actual
mimetic activities requiring sanction, or whether they were simply reprocess-
ing old anxieties harboured by an overly sensitive ecclesiastical hierarchy, must
remain unknown.

Meanwhile, perhaps it is unfair to characterise life so bleakly during these
centuries when dramatic practices had fallen by the way, for the Anglo-Saxons
developed reasonably sophisticated political and social structures, set up courts
of law and established a substantial central bureaucracy and a flourishing
government at the local level. If they accomplished little new in the way of
building (with the notable exception of Offa’s Dyke, built to separate England
from Wales in the eighth century), they managed at least to maintain the
physical infrastructure of roads, bridges and fortifications inherited from the
Romans. The West Saxon kings worked out a strong military network of
mercenary soldiersin selecthouseholds of greatlay and ecclesiastical magnates
in the realm, and King Alfred the Great (871-99) built up a large navy with
newly designed ships, deployed as part of a strategy coordinating land and sea
operations with the defensive use of burghs.

The military achievements of Alfred’s reign coincided with the establish-
ment of a great number of religious houses, as Anglo-Saxon culture evolved
into a more zealous Christian community. Indeed, by the beginning of the
ninth century the church had come to wield immense spiritual and temporal

9 Quoted from Axton, European Drama of the Early Middle Ages, 17.
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power throughout all of western Europe, and its political aspirations came to
rival those of kings. In the year 8oo, with Charlemagne crowned by the pope
as its head, the newly created Holy Roman empire assumed formal existence,
uniting church and state, marrying religion to politics for centuries to come.
With a monopoly on literacy and learning, the Christian church now bridged
the gulf between heaven and earth, mediating and preserving the shreds of
thought that had survived the passing of the classical world. It shaped new
learning to conform to its teaching, achieving an enormous and pervasive
presence nearly impossible to imagine today.

Into this culture in 1066 the Norman conquest introduced a stunning
moment of consolidation and redirection. During the latter part of the
Middle Ages, from the eleventh until the fourteenth centuries, the forces of
Christendom mounted the great crusades against the infidels who occupied
the Holy Land. The crusades demonstrated how effectively the spiritual and
temporal missions of the church might be galvanised and turned outwards
witha territorialimperative. As a massive reclamation project with clear expan-
sionist impulses, the crusades mark the end of political impotence for western
Christendom; they display all too well the gathering force of a military fist
in the Christian glove. The turbulent times can best be described in terms
of polar opposites: politically chaotic yet spiritually disciplined, intellectually
high-minded but psychologically obtuse, privately sentimental and publicly
brutal, technologically backward but philosophically advanced, obsessively
pious and ostentatiously materialistic.

Over the longer term, then, in Britain as in much of western Europe, the rule
of Roman law had been replaced gradually by two forces: first, the social rule of
feudalism, a code built on the concept of loyalty to a liege lord, whose military
and political power protected the community that served him; and, second, the
universal rule of Christian conduct promulgated by the Christian church, with
its emergent hierarchy of popes and bishops and priests. Christianity spawned
cathedrals and monasteries and churches as sites of spiritual and temporal
power, while feudalism resided in castles and manors, places where many
toiled to benefit a privileged few. Thus the famous ‘three estates’, or classes,
of the Middle Ages came to exist side by side: the warrior class (knights and
kings), the priestly class (those with ecclesiastical rank) and the peasant class.
In time, all three would be implicated in the emergence of new kinds of drama.

The first new kind of drama to develop was liturgical drama, and itappeared
within the services of the Christian church. Its appearance carries a certain
ironic edge, given the long tradition of religious fulmination against most kinds
of theatrical representation. But as time had passed in the early Middle Ages, in
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the absence of anything but transitory political organisation, Christianity and
itsrites flourished, emerging by default as the main site not only for sacred, but
for social and secular activity. Its central coherence of doctrine and ceremony
had come to serve as a primary, widely shared cultural structure stretching
across Europe. However far abroad the church might spread, it maintained a
certain unity of ritual expression through itsliturgy — thatis, its elaborate model
of worship, conducted in Latin. The Latin liturgy in fact provided a detailed
organising principle for passing the entire year in the service of God, season by
season, week by week, feast day by feast day, canonical hour by canonical hour.
Included in the liturgy were prayers for every occasion and event, with specific
directions for sacred rites and sacramental practices, including incantations,
dialogue, music and dress. Given the long relationship between ritual and
theatrical practice, we need hardly wonder that the codified liturgy of the
church might now act as the site for the earliest kind of medieval drama.

In the monasteries and abbeys that were springing up like mushrooms
across the European landscape, Christian liturgy inspired new forms of dra-
matic practices. In at least one place, the close gathering of a holy community
seems to have inspired a notable theatrical experiment. During the tenth cen-
tury, a nun named Hrotsvitha at the abbey of Gandersheim in Germany wrote
six Latin plays, modelled on the works of the Roman comedian Terence. Her
compositions stand as the earliest surviving formal drama experiments during
the era. The plots of her plays revolve, predictably, around issues of morality
and chastity and sainthood. In one of her plays, for example, Dulcitius, the un-
savory advances of a lustful governor, Dulcitius, upon a chaste group of virgins
are foiled by divine intervention, which makes him mistake kitchen pots and
pans for women and grapple comically with them. Ultimately the holy virgins
are martyred, and they embrace death willingly. Meant as saintly instruction
for the other nuns in her abbey, Hrotsvitha’s compositions may never have en-
joyed performance beyond recitation. In any case, they were never copied or
distributed, and hence remain unique specimens of an apparently anomalous
talent.

At about the same time, another kind of dramatic performance was
spreading in other monastic settings, based on musical embellishments of the
liturgy known as tropes, or significant phrases extended musically for empha-
sis. Liturgical dramas, in turn, extended the musical phrases one step further,
enacting biblical stories referred to in the liturgy. Their purpose, clearly, was
to heighten the religious experience of the ritual practices. The best-known
example of such liturgical embellishment is the quem quaeritis trope, which
dramatises the Easter morning biblical episode in which the three Marys
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(Mary Magdalene, Mary Jacobus and Mary Salome, as in Mark, 16:1) approach
the sepulchre where Jesus was buried. Asked by the angel guarding the tomb,
‘Quem quaeritis?” [Whom do you seek?], they respond that they are seeking
Jesus, and the angel informs them that Christ has risen. In the directions for
performing this service, clerics are instructed to dress for the parts and to
sing the dialogue antiphonally — in answering voices — using the holy space of
the church as their stage. Such an arrangement was characteristic of liturgical
drama. However detailed they became, the dialogues remained brief and the
action short. But with this musical enactment of a charged moment in the
liturgy, the clerical participants turned the corner from ritual to theatre. In its
own way, drama thus survived the end of the Roman era and the crude tem-
per of Saxon times by going underground, and now it had begun to resurface,
inspired and fostered by ritual practices at the heart of the Christian church,
an institution that formerly had shunned it.

But even elaborate dramatic rituals are not plays in any modern sense of
the word, and since they rarely spread beyond the monastic setting, they may
appear as a theatrical cul-de-sac. Yet we need to take them seriously, since
they acted as harbingers and incubators of the theatre of the future. The ritual
elaborations seem to have been created initially as spurs to meditation, and as
such they succeeded splendidly — or so the evidence of their widespread usage
would attest. Their popularity rested upon concerns relatively foreign to us,
but crucial to consider. Viewed from the perspective of the early twenty-first
century they may seem odd ducks out of water, incomplete, with a rootedness
in ritual and a seriousness of purpose unfamiliar as a source of entertainment.
And it is true that the power of these plays, telegraphed through music and
gesture, requires special effort on the part of a modern audience to appreciate.
Yet they deserve and repay close attention.

To help understand their effects, we will need to recall the intense spiritual
processes that monastic institutions facilitated, and we should try not thinking
of liturgical drama in modern theatrical terms. As is true with all medieval
drama, the spectacle of performance needs to be mediated two ways: histori-
cally, with an appreciation of its cultural context and sponsoring agent — the
Christian church in a monastic setting; and aesthetically, with an appreciation
of the ways that liturgy gave expression to deeply held communal beliefs. We
might pause for a moment, then, to explore one of the simplest and oldest
embellishments of the liturgy — the quem quaeritis ceremony of the Visitatio
Sepulchri (Visit to the Sepulchre), as it was recorded in Winchester in the
tenth century. With more or less elaboration, a version of this ceremony was
enacted for centuries on Easter morning, not only in monasteries in Britain but
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throughout western Europe. What might it have meant to those whose lives
were so completely steeped in Christian ritual, and what can it mean to us?
The formal instructions for the ceremony are succinct enough to quote in full:

While the third lesson is being recited, let four brethren dress themselves; of whom
let one, dressed in an alb, enter as if for some other reason, and let him approach
the place of the sepulchre unobserved, and there, holding a palm in his hand, let him
sit down quietly. While the third responsory is being sung, let the remaining three
follow, all of them dressed in copes, and carrying in their hands censers filled with
incense; and haltingly, in the manner of seeking something, let them come before the
place of the sepulchre. These things are done in imitation of the angel seated on the
monument, and of the women coming with spices to anoint the body of Jesus. When
therefore the seated one shall see the three approaching him, wandering about as if
seeking something, let him begin to sing in a sweet and modulated voice: Quem
Quaeritis? When this has been sung to its end, the three shall answer, with one voice,
Jhesum Nazarenum [Jesus of Nazareth]. The former shall respond: Non est hic.
Surrexit sicut praedixerat. Ite, nuntiate quia surrexit a mortuis [He is not here;
he has risen, just as he foretold; go, announce that he has risen from the dead]. At this
command let the three turn toward the choir, saying: Alleluia. Resurrexit Dominus
[Alleluia, the Lord has risen]. When this is said, let the one seated, as if calling the
others back, say the antiphon: Venite et videte locum [Come and look at the place].
Then let him rise and lift the veil and show them the place, bare of the cross but with
only the linen in which the cross was wrapped; at this sight let them set down their
censers in that same sepulchre, and take up the linen and hold it before the clergy
and, as if showing that the Lord has risen and is no longer wrapped in it, let them
sing this antiphon: Surrexit Dominus de sepulcro [The Lord has risen from the
sepulchre], and let them then lay the linen on the altar. When the antiphon is finished,
let the Priot, rejoicing with them at the triumph of our king — in that he arose having
conquered death — begin the hymn: Te Deum laudamus [We praise thee, O God].
This begun, the bells all chime out together.™

For much of the twentieth century the opinion of theatre historians was that
suchliturgical services did not, strictly speaking, constitute drama. Karl Young,
the most ardent twentieth-century collector and editor of liturgical drama,
states the case baldly for the quem quaeritis elaboration: “The dramatic features
of this service...may have contributed suggestions as to the possibility of
inventing drama, and may, indirectly, have encouraged it; but the liturgy itself,
in its ordinary observances, remained always merely worship.”* What Young
did not credit was that the embedded features of these extensions of Christian

10 From the Regularis Concordia (ap 965-75) of Ethelwold, Bishop of Winchester, designed
for use by English Benedictines. It is here presented in the version published in Young,
Drama of the Mediaeval Church, 1, 249—50.

11 Ibid,, 1, 8s.

29

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



JOHN C. COLDEWEY

liturgy led one way or the other towards theatrical representation. That is,
the exegetical cross-referencing of character and action, the conscious use of
symbolic costume, the familiar scripting of sung dialogue, the action blocked
out on the stage-like arena representing another place, and above all the use
of impersonation, clearly cross the line from ritual to drama, albeit drama of
a special kind.

One of the first to understand and point out the powerful symbiotic re-
lationship between Christian rites and drama was O. B. Hardison, Jr, whose
Christian Rite and Christian Drama in the Middle Ages pushed early drama stud-
ies in new directions. Hardison points out, first of all, that, despite Young’s
reservations, the celebration of Christian mass itself offered real drama:

the ‘dramatic instinct’ of European man did not ‘die out’ during the earlier
Middle Ages, as historians of drama have asserted. Instead, it found expression
in the central ceremony of Christian worship, the Mass. This being the case, an
understanding of the medieval interpretation of the Mass should illuminate
many hitherto obscure aspects of the history of European drama. ..Just as
the Mass is a sacred drama encompassing all history and embodying in its
structure the central pattern of Christian life on which all Christian drama
must draw, the celebration of the Mass contains all elements necessary to
secular performance.”

And while the mass lies at the heart of Hardison’s concern, just as it lies at
the centre of the Roman liturgy, the performative possibilities of the mass are
merely a beginning. Other liturgical moments offered more, even richer, bases
for theatrical scripting, as the embellished quem quaeritis ceremony excerpted
above amply illustrates. Hardison demonstrated how the Christian rites might
constitute drama, but he wasless interested in how and why such compositions
came to arise. That question needs to be addressed before we can deal with
the ceremony itself. Part of the answer to the question can be found in the
historical development of the liturgy:.

During the ninth and tenth centuries, when the ecclesiastical authority
in Rome was vigorously extending its power and control, the Latin liturgy
changed drastically. From the outset, local ritual practices throughout the
Christian world had regularly been appropriated, adapted and normalised, but
not thoroughly codified. One of the best modern scholars of liturgical drama,
the late C. Clifford Flanigan, notes that by the end of the eighth century two
main lines of liturgical practice had emerged in western Europe, the Gallican
and the Roman rites. The Gallican rite was characterised by often poetically

12 Hardison, Christian Rite and Christian Drama, 41 and 79.
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lush prayers and effusive incantations celebrating the mysterium tremendens of
the Christian faith. Although followed widely, it was actively discouraged in
the ninth and tenth centuries as part of larger Carolingian reform efforts in
favour of the Roman service — a flatter, far less self-dramatising set of rituals.
Precisely at this time and place, the embellishment of liturgical tropes first
appeared; Flanigan suggests that the two processes are not unrelated.” The
musical and dramatic embellishments, in structural terms, filled in where a
more poetic and imaginative set of liturgical rites had previously held sway:
Dramatic enactment and ritual thus combined, offering some familiar pay-ofts
even (or perhaps especially) for the most devout monastic audience.

Another part of the answer can be found, as might be expected, in human
agency, the conscious actions of individuals who worked to change the nature
of sacred ritual. A figure whose name surfaces early in this regard is Amalarius
(c. 780-850), the ninth-century Bishop of Metz, prominent at the court of
Charlemagne, who sought to enhance public worship by allegorising through
word and gesture the dramatic conflicts embedded in the mass. Amalarius
saw that at some times in the service the officiating priest represents Christ —
betrayed, suffering on the cross, resurrected —and at other times he represents
the high priest of the temple, or Nicodemus assisting in the burial of Christ’s
body. The deacons and congregation correspondingly represent at various
moments the sleeping disciples or Jews witnessing Christ’s agonies or other
crowds involved in the biblical events commemorated by the mass. The altar
comes to act as Christ’s sepulchre. In 814 Amalarius wrote his Pastoral Dialogues
on the Roman Rite and a few years later the Book of the Service, which proved
highly influential. His objective was to show how Christ’s Passion was implicit
in the service of the mass, and how the celebrating priest might reflect the
Passion with an outward show of joy or sorrow or anguish in movement and
gesture. The practices urged by Amalarius proved wildly popular among clergy
and congregations alike — a fact we know in part by the ecclesiastical resistance
they elicited, including condemnation as heresy at the council of Quiercy in
838." The main point to make here is that these histrionic renditions of the
mass clearly signal a heightened understanding regarding liturgical services
themselves: namely, that their words and actions are more than symbolic,
that they are charged with meaning, that they can sanctify the participants in
special ways when translated into dialogue and gesture. During the next two
centuries in monastic life in western Europe, this heightened understanding

13 Flanigan’s numerous essays all broke new ground; for this analysis see “The liturgical
context of the Quem Queritis trope’, Comparative Drama 8 (1974), 45—72.
14 For details, see Harris, Medieval Theatre in Context, 26.
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of dramatic ritual led to widespread acceptance of the mass and of ceremonial
enhancements of the liturgy well beyond the mass. The enhancements spread
naturally to those times in the church calendar when crucial events in Christian
history were celebrated, times like Christmas and Easter, the seasons of Advent
and Passion Week. Clearly, ritual mimesis had now come of age within the
church itself.

Certainly by the tenth century, after the Gallicanrite had been superseded by
the Roman rite, and as ceremonies like those initiated by Amalarius circulated
through much of western Europe, a deep understanding of the larger power of
the liturgy circulated as well. The seamless dovetailing in it of past and present,
public and private, symbol and allegory, promoted an enhanced piety, and a
new enthusiasm for piety. During virtually any Easter week, then, in this or
the next century, and in literally hundreds of monastic settings, the Visitatio
Sepulchri assumed particular importance on Easter morning. And it formed
but one part of an even larger set of liturgical enactments of events surrounding
Christ’s passion, death, burial and resurrection. As we circle back to the text
of that embellished service now, we should keep in mind that the actions
and gestures and dialogue the ceremony contains had become saturated with
meaning, and we should note too that the service acted as the culmination of
an entire week of intense liturgical activity.

The ordinary design of the monastic church in which this liturgical activity
took place was long and narrow to accommodate processions (as opposed to
the shorter, squarer, post-Reformation sounding-box plan with an imposing
pulpit). At the eastern end, centred in the semi-circular apse, was the altar with
a cross or crucifix on it. The apse had not yet been separated from the choir by
a communion rail; indeed, members of the choir were seated in two tiers all
around the semi-circle, divided in half by an elevated prior’s seat or bishop’s
throne in the middle. As we envision this arrangement at the east end of the
monastic church, where semi-circular tiered seating focuses on a centrally
placed raised platform — the altar — around and upon which the action occurs,
we might also recognise the startlingly familiar mirror image of a theatre, as
it has existed from ancient to modern times.

Starting on Passion Sunday two weeks before Easter, the church was grad-
ually darkened, its effigies and ornaments shrouded. On Holy Thursday, typi-
cally, three separate hosts were consecrated: one for that day’s commemoration
of the Last Supper, one for Good Friday when Christ was crucified, and one
for Easter Sunday to celebrate the resurrection. The consecrated hosts were
stored in a tower-shaped chalice or enclosure on the altar. On Good Friday, just
after the time of the Crucifixion, the brethren enacted the deposition from the
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cross and Christ’s burial, taking the cross or crucifix from the altar, wrapping
it with a veil — used to represent Christ’s shroud — and placing it in a nearby
likeness of a sepulchre — usually a curtained structure to one side of the altar.
As this was taking place an actual burial service was pronounced; then two
or three brethren were chosen to represent the soldiers guarding the tomb,
chanting psalms and standing watch at the sepulchre, through the night and
through the whole of the next day until Easter. For Easter Saturday services,
when Christ was in the tomb, no host was consecrated and no communion
given. The only light in the church during this Easter vigil was cast by the
great Paschal candle, tall and thick enough to burn until the Ascension.

This sequence of ritual reenactments of Christ’s Passion, death and burial
set the scene for the Visitatio Sepulchri on Easter morning. Then the rubrics
for the ceremony quoted above make clear what follows: one of the brethren
dressed in white, assuming the role of the Angel, slips into the curtained ‘tomb’
early on, unremarked by the congregation if possible. Three other brethren
impersonating the Marys then approach. The curtains open and the famous
‘Whom do you seek?” dialogue is sung. When the Angel has announced the
resurrection and provided the Marys with ocular proof of the empty tomb, they
sing extended Alleluias, and the prior leads everyone in “Te Deum Laudamus’, a
hymn of praise signalling the conclusion of the ceremony (see figure 8). The
joyful ringing of the church bells brings the action to a close.

The Visitatio Sepulchri, with its liturgical ceremony involving the quem quaeri-
tis, clearly could not function like any play performed in a theatre today, how-
ever familiar its use of costume and props, its imagined setting on a stage-like
platform, or its use of gesture and dialogue and apparent impersonation. It
functioned, rather, as a cultic phenomenon in which both the actors and spec-
tators were in fact participants. The action of the ceremony, while it seems to
have a beginning (the approach of the Marys), a middle (the central exchange
with the revelation regarding Christ’s resurrection) and an end (songs of joy ac-
companied by church bells), is not a self-contained drama; itis part of the Easter
nocturnes, surrounded by a responsary and versicle, a culminating momentin
a sequence of sacred events leading up to the central mystery of the Christian
faith. As the ‘stone’ is rolled back from the tomb, time itself is rolled back,
so those present may receive the blessings of the Saviour, now transcendently
invisible, absent yet present. The ceremony quoted above, from the famous
Winchester Troper, was used in Benedictine monasteries in Britain. But in all
the monasteries across Europe where this and similar services were so widely
enacted for so long, the ceremony held particular meaning. To understand,
we need only recall that the ordinary meaning of quaerere (‘to seek’), when it
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Figure 8 The Three Marys and the Angel at the sepulchre. Ivory plaque from Cologne,
second half of twelfth century. Note the liturgical censer

appears in the Vulgate, was always seen to refer to the seeking out of Christ,
of divine truth — a commonplace for the very kind of seeking at the heart
of the monastic life. Taken together, the entire action of the Easter nocturne
service suggests that seeking Christ and finding an empty tomb is a cause for
exaltation, and not only an exaltation of Christ but of all mankind in Christ. In
theology, this signal event — the discovery of Christ’s resurrection — is central:
it marks the end of the human quest for the divine.

The larger currents informing the Visitatio Sepulchri ceremony and its con-
temporary meaning for a monastic audience are the kinds of feature that
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sometimes make medieval liturgical plays difficult for us to appreciate, distant
as they are in time and sensibility. Their power clearly depended in part on a
whole range of liturgical services and ritual celebrations that extended well
beyond Easter itself, beyond Easter week, to the entire ecclesiastical year in
which Easter acted as the principal feast. And over time, other feast days like
Christmas, or the Ascension, or Epiphany, also came to have dramatic liturgi-
cal ceremonies associated with their celebration. Such ritual traditions, once
begun, tended to persist for centuries. The main point to grasp here is that the
liturgical dramas which were attached to ritual moments in the Christian year
enhanced those moments by supercharging them for the community of spec-
tators. Their very theatricality acted as a lightning-rod for cultic experience.
They were not incidentally theatrical, and their performances played out in
ways that depended upon ritual context and upon communal participation,
much more than is possible for modern plays. No play today can be performed
within so sacred a cultural space — or one as saturated with pious expectations —
as a monastery, and at such charged moments in a sequence of ritual practices,
and with spectators so eager to play their holy parts in ritual reenactments.
These ritual contexts for liturgical plays helped bring holy history into the
present for whole communities of worshippers.

Mircea Eliade has suggested that a common feature of all ritual is its com-
memoration of sacred events that took place in a mythic time; however, a
unique quality of Christian ritual is its recovery of historical time: ‘the sacred
calendar indefinitely rehearses the same events of the existence of Christ’.”
And while “the liturgy is precisely a commemoration of the life and Passion of
the Saviour. . . . this commemoration s in fact a reactualization of those days’."®
If Eliade is right, the performance of liturgical plays thus collapsed time itself
like a telescope, so that what was past — those chosen moments of sacred his-
tory commemorated annually in the ecclesiastical calendar — could actually be
made to happen again and again for entire communities that participated in the
ritual process. This much seems clear for a monastic audience contemporary
with the plays, for whom participation was natural, encouraged, expected.

But what are we to do, a thousand years later? Is it possible that these plays
might live again at all for unbelievers outside a monastery? Or must they
remain musty set-pieces, trotted out from time to time to illustrate the history
of representation in another time and place, the dry bones of a pious corpse?
The answer will not be found in the liturgy or ritual embedded in the plays,

15 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 23.
16 Eliade, Cosmos and History, 23.
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though it would be easy to extend the description of ritual action beyond the
Visitatio Sepulchri to include similar ceremonies connected with other ecclesi-
astical feasts. The actions of all of them share the flavour of this one, and they
depend upon many of the same attributes, the same sacred contexts. While it
may be important to appreciate such contexts to understand the depth of spir-
itual investment in liturgical plays, to gain a sense of their performative power
we must turn elsewhere, to the matter of spectacle, to that quality of theatre
which easily transcends belief, the suspension of disbelief, and time itself.

The most obvious performative quality of these plays, one that has hardly
been explored except in the most recent criticism, is that of music. It may seem
odd that this aspect has been ignored, since these liturgical plays are all by def-
inition music-dramas, ordinarily transcribed with full musical notation in the
manuscript (see figure 9). But earlier scholarly interests seem to have focused
independently on theology or liturgy or music, much as medieval manuscript
editors have ignored how illuminations enhance the text while art historians
have ignored the text. Here, in these plays, the ‘dialogue’ in fact was always
sung, so that hovering over all the ritual action, however rich, music sounded —
plainsong (Gregorian) chant, sung antiphonally from side to side of the altar.
We should imagine it accompanying the simple text, surging and dipping,
offering meditations on the movements and words of the figures, interpreting
their significance for salvation history. We should remember too that from
the beginning, in terms of spectacle, musical troping had trumped language
altogether. Those musical embellishments often took minutes to sound a sin-
gle syllable of the word Alleluia’, for example, developing into longissimae
melodiae (greatly extended melodies)."” In time, tropes evolved into sequences,
which shared the same performative emphasis on music; these in turn carried
forward into the linguistically lusher terrain of liturgical drama, where our
interest lies. For these compositions, as for their predecessors, theatrical ef-
fect depended tremendously on music. The ceremonies functioned not only
as literary but also as musical expansions of liturgical and non-liturgical text
and action alike, opening up the meaning for participants. But chant provided
more than simple accompaniment for texts. The liquid intonation of the notes,
rising and falling, questioning and answering in antiphonal dialogue, offered
an austere beauty, and the flowing monotonic voices echoed the holy and
solitary ethos of monastic life itself.

By a quirky turn of popular culture, Gregorian chant has again become
chic, and today monastic choirs are paid tidy sums to make recordings of the

17 For further discussion, see Smoldon, The Music of the Medieval Church Dramas, 51ft.
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Figure 9 Visitatio Sepulchri: an eleventh-century copy of the Winchester Troper
(c. AD 980). The music is shown in Anglo-Saxon neumes

mass and of liturgical services connected to sacred holidays like Christmas
and Easter. In assessing the affective power of this music in performance, it
may be of some interest that modern scientific investigations show that chant
actually boosts the production of alpha waves in the brain, inducing a mood
of calmness and peace. We can reasonably conclude that the spare beauty of
these rhythmic cadences affects modern spectators in much the same way it
always affected participants from earlier times, promoting a mood that enabled
contemplation and uplifted the heart.

Thus liturgical plays in performance offered audiences in the past — and
perhaps in the present — a theatrical experience rich and rare, one dependent
on music. Originally used as a means to promote belief rather than to sus-
pend disbelief, the music of the plays offers stunning affective power. The
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musicologist William Smoldon is probably close to the mark when he sug-
gests that we should view medieval music-drama much as we would modern
opera.” Today in our own world, the power of operatic masters like Verdi or
Puccini depends on a different kind of faith in a different kind of culture, but,
as in early liturgical plays, music does more than reinforce the action. Opera
plots depend upon a near-religious faith in human love, in all its transcen-
dent and darker manifestations. It celebrates or laments these human bonds
carried beyond death; it depicts unreasoning jealousies, thoughtless betrayals,
triumphant unions. And, keyed to the relatively simple plot lines of operas
like La Bohéme, La Traviata, Madame Butterfly, are melodies of ravishing beauty,
haunting arias whose melodies alone can bring figures like Mimi or Carmen
back from death, songs that forever offer Madame Butterfly the hope of love
and the pain of its failure. And so it is with the music in the liturgical plays, on
a different scale and in a different range. As in opera, music was always inte-
gral to their performance; it wrapped into their meaning, filled their outward
ceremony with a yearning and seeking for divine love, for grace and a vision
of salvation. In the Visitatio Sepulchri this seeking is for the body of Christ
in the empty tomb, which itself paradoxically betokens Christ’s absence and
continuing presence. For the three Marys as for the medieval audience, the
resurrection has occurred before anyone but the Angel arrived at the scene,
and that central action remains as invisible as the salvation newly available for
all mankind, for each participant in the play, for every spectator. The salvific
triumph can be heard distinctly in the accompanying chants and in the con-
cluding Te Deum Laudamus. In the Visitatio Sepulchri, as in other liturgical
ceremonies, the psalms sung during the service were themselves parts of an
ancient and ongoing exegetical tradition concerning Christ’s life and resurrec-
tion and the Paschal season, and for the faithful and informed believer the
celebrants’ movements as the psalms are sung had special cultic meaning. But
even for the uninformed and for the non-believer we should note that the mere
performance of the service offers vicarious spiritual experience. Empowered
by its music, liturgical drama promoted meditation and it telegraphed essen-
tial truths at Easter, Christmas and other ecclesiastical feasts. Whenever its
ceremonies commemorated holy events, it reenacted and reactualised them
for all who might hear, all who might understand with their heart that sacred
actions in the past might lead to present glorification.

In England, Ethelwold’s Regularis Concordia (c. 970) and the eleventh-century
Winchester Troper represent the earliest surviving examples of acted quem

18 See Smoldon, “The origins of the quem quaeritis trope and the Easter sepulchre music-
drama’, in Sticca (ed.), The Medieval Drama, 123.
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quaeritis dialogue, but so little evidence for liturgical drama survived the dev-
astation of manuscripts at the Reformation that it is difficult to know if the
elaborate musical embellishments practised so widely on the continent took
place in this country. After the Norman conquest in 1066 and extending for-
ward for perhaps four hundred years, references in a few extant service books
and inventories testify to performances in the great cathedral churches of York,
Lincoln, Lichfield and Norwich. And if we were to return again to the town
of St Albans during the twelfth century, we would find, gratifyingly, that litur-
gical plays formed part of both Christmas and Easter ceremonies at the great
monastery there. The actual text of an Easter play has survived from Barking
Abbey, where the Benedictine nuns instituted a Visitatio ceremony along with
a symbolic enactment of the Harrowing of Hell in the late fourteenth century.
The play includes not only the visit of the Marys — here played by women —
but also a version of Mary Magdalene meeting up with the disciples Peter and
John. The Harrowing of Hell involves processionals and the singing of the an-
tiphon tollite portas (‘open the gates’) as the officiating priest beats on the doors
of hell. The entire convent then joins in processions to the sepulchre, and the
resurrection is celebrated by displaying a consecrated host in a monstrance
during the singing of ‘Christus resurgens’. Here at Barking, as elsewhere, actions
are suited to the music, and both join to enhance the affective power of the
liturgical service.

One last feature of liturgical drama, as obvious and unremarked as its mu-
sic, deserves to be mentioned: its language, Latin. Like music, the Latin of
these plays is crucial to their proper performance. From well before medieval
times until well afterwards, Latin remained the universal language of ordinary
communication for the Christian church, so it was only natural that nascent
plays would use it. But all those trained to speak Latin as part of day-to-day
ecclesiastical matters also knew that it had higher functions, that it was the
language of doctrine, of ritual, of Jerome’s Bible itself. The Vulgate tongue
resonated in clerical circles, then, but more importantly it functioned as part
ofalargersacred Christian discourse, an ongoing conversation with God. Over
the centuries Latin phrases, even whole passages from the Bible and from the
mass and liturgical services became familiar, as easy to quote or parody, to
mimic, echo or intone, as a Hamlet soliloquy is today. Indeed, an even better
analogue might be the many passages and phrases from the King James version
of the Bible so widely recognised throughout the English-speaking world. In
Christian ritual services from the earliest days Latin had thus acquired a sanc-
tity, an incantatory quality, a kind of charged music of its own. To appreciate
this aspect of liturgical plays we might follow the lead of opera again, noting
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simply that operatic works are most effectively performed in their original
languages — Verdi’s Italian or Mozart’s German, for example — whatever the
language of the audience might be. Like the languages of opera, the Latin of
liturgical plays functioned well beyond its use as dialogue in commemorated
events. Assacred sound, asaninstrument of divine conversation, Latin gestured
beyond the sense of the words towards a transcendent cultic meaning. So the
liturgical services that surrounded and occasioned these music-dramas were
embellished by the language itself in ways that deepened their mystery rather
than explained it. The language, like the music, was more and less familiar,
more and less known, and it helped push the performative edge of the reen-
actments back into the realm of ritual. The resulting cultic power of liturgical
plays thus draws on the symbiotic dependence between ritual and theatre,
between surface representations — visual and aural — and deeper mysteries,
reinforcing religious beliefs regarding the spiritual efficacy of historical action
on present participants. The plays weave back and forth between liturgy and
drama, out of the ritual into the representational, and back again. Cynthia
Bourgeault has suggested that liturgical drama in fact triangulates theatre,
music and liturgy to achieve a kind of ‘dramatic modality’,” and that the back-
and-forth opening to liturgy and drama represents ‘the basic breathing’ of this
kind of drama.

Considering this interplay between ritual and theatricality in liturgical
drama is like viewing the famous Escher print that depicts black birds fly-
ing from right to left defined by white birds flying from left to right. And
focusing on the rise of theatrical practices embedded in liturgical services has
been like focusing on the path and trajectory of only the black birds. It is time
now to turn briefly to their white counterparts. The freshest voice to sound
on this matter in the last generation has been that of Johann Drumbl, who
effectively reverses the fields of enquiry. Rather than seeing liturgical drama
as an extension of sacred functions, Drumbl insists that such dramatic activity
in reality represents repeated attempts by the church to rationalise unruly
dramatic impulses arising outside ecclesiastical auspices. The great number
of ceremonies and services incorporating sung antiphonal exchanges — which
never exceeded even ten lines of dialogue in the quem quaeritis compositions —
do not, Drumbl suggests,

help us to study the development of medieval dramatic writing, but are, on
the contrary, documents of its lack of success. The real medieval dramatic

19 SeeBourgeault, ‘Liturgical dramaturgy and modern production’, in Campbell and David-
son (eds.), The Fleury Playbook, 145.
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tradition. .. can often be traced not in these documents, which show us
‘adapted’ (i.e. liturgically oriented) versions, but in the space that the re-
formers, who transmitted these ‘liturgical’ versions of medieval drama to us,
consciously left aside.*

It is in that space ‘consciously left aside” where we might profitably look for
other, more recognisable theatrical representations.

By now it should be clear that even if liturgical music-dramas had been
the only theatrical achievements to survive the early Middle Ages in Britain
and Europe, we might still count ourselves fortunate, given their undoubted
cultic power. But in fact there was more, as Drumbl intimates. By the late
eleventh and early twelfth centuries, following the Norman conquest, Latin
music-dramas with little connection to liturgical services other than sharing
the feast day of a saint or holy event began to spring up on the continent, and
surely in Britain as well. In France, the most spectacular early examples of
non-liturgical drama are to be found in the Fleury Playbook. This self-contained
gathering of ten plays is not a service book in any sense of the word, although
many of the plays clearly resemble dramatic rituals in liturgical manuscripts.
Included in the Playbook are a Visitatio Sepulchri play, one of Herod (Ordo
ad Repraesentandum Herodem) and one of the Slaughter of the Innocents (Ad
Interfectionem Puerorum). Others deal with some St Nicholas miracles, including
a play of his rescue of Tres Filiae (three poverty-stricken young women) and
of his resuscitation of Tres Clerici (three murdered students). Further biblical
stories are dramatised in plays of the Conversion of St Paul, the Raising of
Lazarus, and others.

Although the Fleury plays are partially constructed out of pre-existing bits
of liturgical text and music, the Playbook has no intrinsic relationship with
any set of liturgical books or the cultic life of a specific community. Indeed,
the musical composition of the plays reflects nearly every important form
of religious music, from plainsong through rhymed, strophic verse. Some of
the plays call for rather large casts and include a chorus. Their imaginative
accomplishments as theatrical pieces — with varying sophistication from play
to play — demonstrate a clear grasp of stage action and characterisation. In the
Herod play, for example, when Herod slips into his famous rage, his own son
comes forward to pacify him. Their following exchange suggests a motive of
filial love at play, coupled with anxiety about inheriting the father’s throne,
allegorically referencing God the Father and the newly born Son of God. The
play draws on three Christmas antiphons: ‘Bethlehem, non es minima’, ‘O regem

20 Drumbl, Quem Quaeritis? Teatro sacro dell’alto medioevo, 366.
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caeli” and “O admirabile commercium’, though it was more likely to have been
performed on the feast of the Epiphany (6 January), which commemorates the
coming of the Three Kings. The play, that is, might easily have been acted and
sung on a feast day other than the one whose events it commemorates. Indeed,
immediately following the Herod play in the Fleury manuscript appears the
play of the Slaughter of the Innocents, whose feast day (28 December) preceded
the Epiphany. The main point to make here is simple: with the music-dramas
in the Fleury Playbook, musical and theatrical considerations regularly trump
liturgical ones, even as the plays borrow from the liturgy with processionals,
prayers and proclamations, paraphrase and innuendo.

Another example of a play that successfully triangulates musical, theatrical
and liturgical vectors is the Beauvois Play of Daniel, one of the best-known
and frequently performed early music-dramas. It provides a good illustration
of how rich the twelfth-century theatrical tradition had grown within eccle-
siastical auspices. Although composed and scored independently from the
liturgy, this long and spectacular play certainly worked as an extension of a
large liturgical cursus on the Feast of the Circumcision (1 January), when it
was probably performed as part of Christmastide celebrations in the cathedral
church of Beauvois. The Ludus Danielis requires elaborate staging, props and
costumes, including a magnificent palace for Darius and a lions’ den with Tive’
lions. The action includes processionals and the spectacle of lions devouring
those thrown into their den. The score, as modern performances confirm, of-
fers some of the finest music to have survived from medieval times. The stage
directions specify that the singers be accompanied by instruments — harps,
zithers and drums — and that in addition to its eight festive processions of
singers and musicians, ritual dances should form part of the performance.

In the Fleury Playbook and the Beauvois Play of Daniel, the interweaving of
musical, theatrical and liturgical forces thus achieves striking dramatic power.
These two examples might be multiplied with an array of other indepen-
dent twelfth-century Latin music-dramas from all over Europe: Hildegard of
Bingen’s Ordo Virtutem and the Benediktbeuern Christmas Play, Passion Play and
Resurrection Play (parts of the Carmina Burana manuscript) in Germany; the
Montecassino Passion Play in Italy; the Daniel and Lazarus plays by Abelard’s
student Hilarius (who may have been English), and others.* What should
be abundantly clear by now, however, is that the monastic traditions of late
medieval music-drama harnessed forces of performance that fed and under-
pinned the development of British theatre. Yet we should also note that the

21 These and other texts are variously anthologised in Bevington, Medieval Drama and
Dronke (ed. and trans.), Nine Medieval Latin Plays.

42

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



From Roman to Renaissance in drama and theatre

monastic setting for these plays ensured a monastic audience, and that the
purposes of the plays remained more sacred than recreational.

Were we to return yet again to St Albans in 1119, we would encounter their
new abbot, a monk by the name of Geoffrey, who, we learn, had already
dabbled in drama. In the Gesta Abbatum S. Albani, the chronicler tells us in
an aside that when Geoffrey had been a young schoolmaster in Dunstable
he had attempted to stage a ‘play of St Catherine” (ludus de sancta Katerina),
but disaster ensued. He had borrowed copes from the monastery for the
performance and a fire had broken out, destroying the splendid vestments.
As a token of his penance Geoffrey offered to become a monk. We do not
know if the fire occurred before or after the performance, but the play of St
Catherine was clearly intended for a clerical audience, and doubtless resembled
the other independent Latin music-dramas we have glanced at here. That is,
it would have been composed for serious pedagogical, rhetorical, literary,
poetical, scholastic, religious and hymnographical reasons. Like the others it
would have been a closed production, limited to a pious audience relatively
rich in learning, one used to musical complexity and reasonably fluent in
Latin. This tradition of Latin music-dramas composed outside official liturgical
ceremonies lasted for along time in Britain and Europe, continuing for two or
three more centuries alongside plays more rooted in liturgy and ritual practice.
In England the practice did not perish until the monasteries that had spawned
and sponsored it were dissolved in the sixteenth century.

One last crucial step yet to be considered for early medieval British theatrical
traditions is the apparent move of this essentially elite form of Latin music-
drama into the popular vernacular culture. Such a shift proved key to the rise
of a widespread theatrical tradition, one performed under civic rather than
ecclesiastical auspices. It was this vernacular tradition that cracked open the
doors leading to the future, and that is where we must now turn.

Later medieval drama: the inheritance

And now this is “an inheritance’ —
Upright, rudimentary, unshiftably planked
In the long ago, yet willable forward

Again and again and again, cargoed with
Its own dumb, tongue-and-groove worthiness
And un-get-roundable weight.
(Seamus Heaney, “The Settle Bed’, lines
13-18, Seeing Things, New York: 1991)
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Although the surviving evidence is slim, we know that from the twelfth
until the fourteenth century, theatrical practices burgeoned and multiplied in
Europe and England. Initially produced as part of the ‘twelfth-century renais-
sance’ — a period rich in scholastic thought and intellectual fermentation —
the innovations in drama spun forward into later times. The age saw great
universities founded in a number of cities like Paris, Salamanca and, closer to
home, Oxford and Cambridge. A vast classical store of philosophical, theolog-
ical and scientific works — including virtually all of Aristotle — which had been
lost to the west for half a millennium, in fact survived in Arabic texts and was
now discovered among the holdings of Moorish libraries that were overrun by
victorious crusaders. As the texts were translated into Latin they precipitated
anew age of learning and thought, a relearning of the rudiments of faith and
rationality, a shift of European intellectual culture from the monasteries to the
universities.

The emphasis on the serious and accomplished Latin music-dramas above
may have suggested that the work of theatrical composition was a fairly sombre
matter, loaded with purely pious purpose. But such is never the whole story in
theatre, then or now. Indeed, a number of bawdy Latin comedies also survives
from these centuries. The plays betray knowledge of classical traditions and
texts — of Plautus and Terence, perhaps Menander, and certainly of Ovid.
Evidently written as academic exercises, they required a learned audience to
achieve their full effects, but they were far from pious. The list of such plays
includes the anonymous Pamphilus and Babio, Geta and Aulularia by Vitalis
of Blois, Alda by William of Blois, Lidia by Arnulf of Orléans** and Milo by
Matthew of Vendome. Many of the playwrights whose names we know came
from the Loire valley in France, although the author of the quite licentious
Babio may well have been an Englishman, since four of the five surviving
manuscripts are from England, as are the only contemporary references to it.

It is worth remarking that a rare twelfth-century illustrated manuscript of
the comedies of Terence belonged to the abbey of St Albans — the very same
abbey, we may recall, that could well have been constructed with bricks sal-
vaged from the ancient Roman theatre there. Now, in the twelfth century, after
centuries of theatrical amnesia, the bricks of St Albans seem oddly counter-
pointed by its manuscript holdings. In the manuscript appear 139 detailed illus-
trations of Terence’s plays, showing actors wearing Roman masks. Although
they were drawn in the twelfth century, these illustrations clearly derive from a
much older Carolingian manuscript tradition of illustrating Terence, and that,

22 For the texts of these six plays, see Elliott (ed. and trans.), Seven Medieval Latin Comedies.
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Figure 10 Twelfth-century illustration of a cabinet of Roman masks associated with the
plays of Terence. From a manuscript of the comedies of Terence in the monastic library
at St Albans

in turn, dates back to the late days of classical theatre. Typically the drawings
depict scenes from Terence’s plays with the characters labelled, and one shows
thirteen of the masks arranged in a storage cabinet, suggesting something of
the range of available characters and facial expressions used in classical — and
perhaps medieval — performances (see figure 10).

At the same time, alongside the ongoing performances of Latin music-
drama, Latin classical comedy and lurid Latin farce, another tradition of drama
was developing during the twelfth century as well, a vernacular tradition. One
of the finest of these vernacular plays is the Anglo-Norman Adam, which dates
from around 1160. Variously known as Le Mystére d’Adam, Le Jeu d’ Adam or Ordo
Repraesentationis Adae, it was probably the work of a monk or a secular canon
in England. The play clearly demonstrates the signal shift from sung to spoken
drama, with vernacular dialogue replacing musical verse as the main source
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of poetic impact. The Anglo-Norman Adam mixes traditions freely, drawing
upon liturgical passages and apocryphal sources, spoken interchanges and
sung choral pieces, ecclesiastical formalism and popular diction, vernacular
dialogue and Latin stage directions. Its characters include God, Adam and Eve,
their children Cain and Abel, a group of prophets and patriarchs, and Satan
and his band of Devils. The performance follows eight passages from Genesis
used in the Liber Responsalis, or Book of Responses for Sexagesima, and these
provide the backbone of the action — from the creation and fall of Adam and
Eve to Abel’s murder. At the end, a parade of patriarchal prophets makes
explicit connections between Old Testament stories and the coming of Christ,
first in Latin and then paraphrased in the vernacular. The performers fall into
three categories: singers, speakers and mimes, and elaborate stage directions
describe the lush garden of Paradise, the smoking Hell of the devils” kitchen,
the earthly field where Cain and Abel and the biblical patriarchs appear. The
stage directions also instruct Adam and the other actors how to perform their
parts, and these sound almost contemporary:

Adam shall be well trained not to answer too quickly nor too slowly, when he has to
answer. Not only Adam but all the actors shall be instructed to control their speech
and to make their actions appropriate to the matter they speak of; and, in speaking
the verse, not to add a syllable, nor to take one away, but to enunciate everything
distinctly, and to say everything in the order laid down. When anyone shall speak of
Paradise, he shall look towards it and point it out with his hand.*

We should note, too, that the Anglo-Norman Adam was staged outside rather
than inside the church. The porch, or perhaps the steps immediately outside
the entrance, probably represented earth, with a hell stage — including devils —
placed at the bottom of the steps; the prophets could then process into the
church itself as a representation of heaven. It is hard to imagine a more em-
blematic location than the church steps, which enabled the play to be acted
halfin and half out of the church itself, to demonstrate how theatrical activity
now took part in paired ecclesiastical and secular worlds, sacred and profane
spaces, learned and colloquial discourses, high and low art.

The Anglo-Norman Adam was hardly a lonely representative of vernacular
drama inits time. Other plays of the twelfth century like the Anglo-Norman Le
Seinte Resureccion (c. 1175; surviving in manuscripts of both English and French
provenance), the Old Castilian Auto de los Reyes Magos (c. 1155) and Jean Bodel’s
Jeude Saint-Nicholas (c. 1200) offer ample evidence that the vernacular theatrical

23 For commentary on the play, see Muir, Liturgy and Drama in the Anglo-Norman Adam and
Noonen, Le Jeu d’Adam. An English translation is in Bevington, Medieval Drama.
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tradition was thriving, and that it enriched and expanded the stock of sacred,
learned Latin drama.

The thirteenth century carried these accomplishments forward and added
more, and we will turn in due course to these. But because the drama of the
time was intimately connected to larger religious issues, we need to pay some
brief attention to the rich ecclesiastical background, where an increasingly
powerful hierarchy had begun to play out its theological anxieties in sometimes
violent ways. By the end of the twelfth century, disputations over the nature
of sin, confession and penance had hardened into heresies like those of the
Waldenses and Albigenses, whose followers preached poverty and practised
strict living, publicly opposing the lurid self-indulgence and corruption often
seen among those higher up the ecclesiastical ladder. Such heretics challenged
papal authority so relentlessly and with such ferocity that in 1209 Pope Innocent
IIT initiated the savage Albigensian crusade, a pitiless campaign resulting in
widespread and fearful slaughter. The ecclesiastical anxiety over such heresies
as the Albigensian ultimately led to the founding of the Inquisition in 1233 by
Gregory IX.

It is no accident that the Franciscan and Benedictine orders were founded
in the early thirteenth century by St Francis of Assisi and St Benedict, who
professed similar goals of self-purification, and who required vows of poverty,
chastity and obedience. Adding to these ecclesiastical excitements, the Fourth
Lateran Council metin Rome in 1215, and, after decades of doctrinal debate re-
garding the nature of sin and confession, instituted the sacrament of Penance.
Defining this new sacrament meant redefining sin itself and promulgating
rules of behaviour to a largely illiterate population. The process produced an
obsessive concern with the nature of sin and its punishment, and a guilt-ridden
self-consciousness began to permeate every kind of public or private ecclesi-
astical matter for the rest of the thirteenth century and beyond. The newly
constituted Franciscan and Benedictine orders preached widely, offering the
sacrament of Penance to the population at large, and became instrumental
in promulgating doctrinal rules regarding sin and repentance. Popular devo-
tional treatises and works written for lay people also began to circulate, like the
Middle English Cursor Mundi (late thirteenth century) and Robert Mannyng
of Brunne’s Handlyng Synne (early fourteenth century), as did collections of
sermons and other forms of public religious instruction.* It is against this
background of theological debate and heresy, of piety and ostentation, of lay
devotion and instruction, that we need to place the establishment of a new feast

24 For thoughtful commentary, see Harris, Medieval Theatre in Context, 81-9.
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day, one that offered fresh theatrical possibilities to an enormous audience,
particularly in England.

In a proclamation of 1264, Pope Urban IV announced the need for a new
feast to celebrate the body of Christ in all its real and allegorical glory, and to
reaffirm its form in the consecrated host. Urban died before his plan could be
implemented, and nearly fifty years passed before the feast of Corpus Christi
was officially established by Pope Clement V in 1311. Corpus Christi was to be
celebrated on the Thursday after Trinity Sunday, eleven days after Whitsunday
(Pentecost). The date was tied to the movable feast of Easter and occupied
a relatively uneventful time in the church calendar. As it occurred between
23 May and 24 June (modern 4 June and 6 July) it enjoyed the likelihood of good
weather, a fact that seems to have encouraged outdoor public processions and
displays of the consecrated host. The occasion and timing of the feast of Corpus
Christi thus proved popular from the time it was incorporated in the early
fourteenth century, and in succeeding years the commemorative ceremonies
became more and more elaborate. In cities and towns, villages and parishes,
processional celebrations developed, involving entire local communities — the
temporal wing of the body of Christ. And so the stage was set for a new kind of
drama to emerge, one that would be, predictably, communal; one that relied
upon spectacular processions; one that celebrated the whole body of Christ
on earth, one that involved the entire community of Christians.

Within two generations —by the mid fourteenth century —elaborate Corpus
Christi processions were commonplace, coexisting in Europe and Britain
alongside liturgical and Latin theatrical traditions, all underwritten in one
way or another by the church. But now everything was about to change ut-
terly, for waiting in the wings was the Black Death. The advent of the bubonic
plague wracked medieval society from top to bottom, and, along with ev-
erything else, theatrical practices underwent a radical shift. The Black Death,
transmitted either by fleas carried by rats or pneumonically by humans, swept
across Europe in 1348, reaching Britain as an epidemic in 1349. Itsimmediate im-
pact was devastating, and the disease became endemic for the next 300 years,
erupting without warning, bringing hideous suffering and often grotesque
disfigurement before death — which would frequently be greeted as a mercy.

Itis now generally agreed that more than one-third of the European popula-
tion perished in the plague, and its survivors faced an altered world. Labour be-
came scarce and expensive, translating into opportunity for the poorer ranks,
giving them new social and geographical mobility. In Britain, agricultural
workers left the countryside for the towns, whose populations actually grew
during the late fourteenth century despite the precipitous drop in the general
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population. Under demographic and social stress, craftsmen and tradesmen
in towns began to consolidate their power by forming craft guilds, organisa-
tions that functioned to preserve the quality of goods and services for a town
in exchange for monopoly control. Guilds also operated as fraternal organ-
isations, frequently providing workers a stake in the burgeoning mercantile
culture and also a kind of life insurance for when they died.* Meanwhile, in
society at large, the Black Death had other far-reaching consequences. It shat-
tered earlier spiritual and philosophical certainties, giving rise to new religious
sects, new forms of penitential abasement and affective piety. The complex
algebra of class and social rank, too, altered forever in the wake of the plague’s
destruction, as the ravages of the disease began to ring the long death-knell
for the established hierarchy of the feudal order. In combination, the extreme
demographic change, the concomitant growth of towns and the founding of
guilds provided motive and opportunity for a new kind of medieval drama in
the vernacular culture. And the feast of Corpus Christi offered an old and new
occasion.

During these late Middle Ages in the north of England and in the midlands,
towns like York and Coventry, Lincoln and Chester came into their own as
wealthy regional power centres. The formation of craft guilds in such larger
towns produced self-regulating working conditions for individual craftsmen,
and over the years more authority, prominence and power accrued to the guilds
as their social stock rose within their communities. Soon enough prominent
guild members were included in ruling oligarchies of towns, made brethren
of town councils, and the guilds themselves were situated to take part in their
civic cultures, in devising and enabling community entertainment. Not sur-
prisingly, in town after town civic pageantry now flourished, often with guild
support. Celebrations included outdoor perambulations of civic and ecclesi-
astical boundaries, sumptuous processions featuring town officials and public
dignitaries, guild leaders and members, parades with spectacular displays,
public markets and fairs, and musical entertainments. On the ecclesiastically
sanctioned feasts of Corpus Christi and Whitsunday, the pure display of proces-
sions gave way to more organised shows with tableaux vivants, and eventually
to guild-sponsored plays. Ordinary and extraordinary citizens became actors
and the city itself became the stage. In England, in an astonishing number of
places, towns coordinated and directed guilds to perform that most widely
known form of medieval drama, the great mystery cycles.

25 See Coldewey, ‘Some economic aspects of the late medieval drama’, in Briscoe and
Coldewey (eds.), Contexts for Early English Drama, 77-101.
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The mystery cycles (from the French mystére [craft]) portray Christian his-
tory from the creation of the world until the Last Judgment, dramatising
stories from biblical and apocryphal sources. Characteristically, cycle plays
were sponsored by civic corporations, with a town official coordinating the
plays, which were ordinarily performed by craft or religious guilds. The long
drama of biblical history was broken up into short pageants — dramatised
episodes produced by individual guilds. Tremendously popular, the mystery
cycles flourished from the last quarter of the fourteenth century to the mid
sixteenth century, when they fell victim to reformed sensibilities. Manuscripts
of complete cycles have survived from York (with about 48 pageants), Chester
(with 24 pageants), and, perhaps, Wakefield (with 32 pageants).>® The text of a
fourth cycle, known as the N-Town plays (with 42 pageants), derives from East
Anglia, though its composition and history of performance remain obscure.*
The N-Town plays may have been a travelling text, or a collection of playtexts
belonging to a travelling company, or perhaps a flexible sequence of plays de-
riving from a sponsoring monastic institution. A few individual pageants that
were once parts of cycles in other places have survived as well, and they attest
to the vigour of the cycle-play tradition in towns like Coventry, Newcastle,
Beverley and Norwich. Taken together, a total of about 150 cycle pageants
have been preserved in one form or another. In addition, references to plays in
the local records of many other towns suggest that cycle plays were a familiar
cultural activity right up to the time of the Reformation.

The cycle plays thus form a substantial body of theatrical material, one
which has attracted the lion’s share of critical attention paid to late medieval
drama. This is so in part because of its sheer bulk, but it is also true because
the interpretative task is so daunting. Many scholarly and critical issues need
to be negotiated before we can understand the cycle plays in context. Vexed
matters of textual transmission, of interactions between cycles and individ-
ual pageants, of the voluminous civic and ecclesiastical records pertinent to
performance histories, of past and present performance possibilities, all call
for attention. And although their subjects were ostensibly religious, these
plays registered contemporary political, doctrinal, ideological, economic and
aesthetic concerns as well, so that larger cultural perspectives are helpful.

It might be useful to point to an example. One of the most highly re-
garded pageants from a play cycle is the Second Shepherds’ Play, written by the

26 Thereisrenewed doubtabout the likelihood of Wakefield’s hosting the plays traditionally
ascribed to it.

27 For useful commentaries on the four surviving cycles, see Beadle (ed.), The Cambridge
Companion to Medieval English Theatre.
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so-called “Wakefield Master’, who composed or revised at least halfa dozen of
the pageants in the Wakefield cycle. The play — the second of two shepherds’
plays in the cycle — braids three plot lines together sequentially. The first con-
cerns three shepherds tending their sheep on the moors; their dissatisfactions
with the weather, personal troubles and social conditions are soon complicated
when one of their sheep is stolen by Mak, a devilish rogue married to a shrew
of a wife, Gill. After Mak’s crime is discovered and he is treated with charity
instead of punishment, an Angel appears and invites the shepherds to visit
the newborn Christ child, to whom they bring symbolic gifts. Most striking
about the play is its apparently effortless overlaying of symbol and charac-
ter. The shepherds come to represent humanity as they travel together from
woe towards joyful news of the incarnation, the divine epiphany affecting all
generations to come. The dialogue seems effortlessly natural and includes a
southern accent for Mak; throughout the play the Wakefield Master maintains
his signature nine-line stanza (or, according to the most recent editor of the
cycle, a thirteen-line stanza),”® one of the most formally complicated metres
to be found in any work of the fifteenth century. The final tableau of the play,
a Christmas creéche scene focused on the baby Jesus, is counterpointed and
previewed by the earlier domestic scene of discovery at Mak and Gill’s cot-
tage, where the sheep had been disguised as a swaddled infant. Humour and
poignancy, charity and divine fulfilment mix freely here, even as the pageant
voices social criticism. Comic and serious at once, it gives contemporary hu-
man faces to representative New Testament figures.

The Wakefield plays were performed with ‘place and scaffold’ staging, us-
ing a scaffold stage or stages located next to a playing ‘place’. This constituted
one common configuration of the medieval stage, but some cycles employed
a quite different technique, using ‘pageant wagons’ — carts with decorated
superstructures to accommodate the action, drawn from site to site within
a town for multiple performances. Whichever method was used, the general
circumstances of cycle-play production and performance can be sketched out
fairly easily. Individual pageants were the responsibility of craft or trade guilds
to put on, usually with the oversight and coordination of civic authorities. The
town council normally would decide on the venue, and then each guild had
to arrange for the financing of its pageant, assemble the cast, secure props
and costumes, erect and decorate stages or pageant wagons, arrange for re-
hearsals and, finally, mount the play. Few towns put their cycles on annually,

28 See Stevens, Four Middle English Mystery Cycles, and compare the Early English Text
Society edition of the Wakefield cycle.
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but they were performed often enough for the guilds to establish routines.
Sometimes, as at York and Chester, pageant wagons followed a set course
through the town, stopping at several stations to perform; in other places the
plays were apparently mounted in a single location after a procession through
main streets. Songs were a common feature of many pageants, and town musi-
cians frequently accompanied the performances. A cycle might be performed
in one day, although a two- or three-day performance was also common, par-
ticularly if mounting the plays was part of a larger civic festival, as at Coventry
and York. In one way or another a sizeable segment of the community par-
ticipated in the productions, acting as managers, players, supporting cast or
stage hands. The audience was large and diverse, made up of virtually every
level of provincial society; often including people from other communities
within travelling distance. Practically speaking, it would have been very diffi-
cult for any single spectator to see an entire cycle in any given year, but over
the course of a lifetime repeated exposure might well familiarise one with all
its episodes. The cycles quite literally made the stories from the Bible come
alive to audiences who relished them and took them to heart.

Importantly, that urge to instruct as well as delight, so readily apparent in
the mystery cycle texts, has important consequences for the theatrical success
of these plays. From the point of view of performance, individual pageants
have individual strengths, and each might be approached independently by a
sponsoring guild. But in conception and in performance the cycle plays were
constructed to be a single process, a unified sequence of episodes whose pious
intent dictated form and content and mode of production. So not only charac-
ters, but also motifs and themes carry from pageant to pageant, establishing a
unique character for each cycle, freighting each with special resonance. For all
the cycle plays, the doctrinal core remained Roman Catholic, no matter how
earnestly they may have been revised during their later careers in Protestant
times; a fact that worked against them in the mid sixteenth century, when
they were at last fully suppressed. The ingrained instructional impulse that
governed their composition originally provided a source of real popularity
within sponsoring communities, who were proud to display their piety along
with their power, but ultimately this feature of the cycle plays brought trouble
in communities with reformed leaders.

The instructional impulse beating at the heart of the cycle plays also carries
aesthetic implications. As acting scripts they might be dull safely, without hav-
ing to pay that ultimate consequence of dull plays in later ages: financial failure.
Today, when measured by the yardstick of doctrinal instruction, the cycle plays
never fail, even in cases where their value as compelling theatrical performance
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seems forced in modern productions. Of course, when we highlight the per-
formances of the Wakefield Master’s work, or of his counterpart in York, the
“York Realist’, the theatrical power of their creations may seem undisputed.
But for many other pageants that power is not as apparent. Although the
cycle plays seem always to have been vigorously performed, nothing in their
mode of production ensured entertainment or even spectacle — nothing, that
is, beyond the traditional flamboyance of biblical or apocryphal characters
and enthusiastic rhetorical flourishes. The success and survival of these plays,
that is to say, depended more upon the institutional traditions and community
machinery in which they played a part, rather than upon theatrical excellence.
Yet in another form of medieval drama theatricality played a more substantial
role, as central a role as profit.

Despite the scale of the cycle plays and the elaborate social understandings
they promoted in urban settings, the most common kind of medieval drama
performed during the late Middle Ages was a different sort of enterprise alto-
gether, often for obvious material reasons. Ordinary communities were simply
too small to have in place the municipal, financial and social structures neces-
sary to mount such enormous undertakings as cycle plays. Instead, towns and
villages often shared governance between the parish church and the locally
elected or appointed leaders, that is, between priests and community repre-
sentatives. As it turns out, they seem to have handled the job remarkably well.
In number, frequency of performance and geographical distribution, t