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Abstract 

This thesis discusses the modern revival history of the medieval York mystery play cycle, from the 

1951 Festival of Britain to the present day. With consideration where appropriate to the cycle’s 

medieval performance history, it attempts to evaluate the cycle’s role in the contemporary context. 

The main research question is to determine the extent to which the cycle today still performs its 

medieval functions of piety, religious devotion and the demonstration of community, assessing how 

these functions have been re-interpreted for the present day or replaced by other contemporary 

concerns. Using a combination of archival research, subject interviews and observation of modern 

performance practice, the thesis contributes to the ongoing documentation of the play cycle’s 

modern performance history. As a theoretical framework it takes Hans-Georg Gadamer’s model of 

hermeneutics, using this to explore how meaning is created in contemporary performance through 

what Gadamer terms the ‘fusion of horizons’ of past and present, with particular reference to 

medievalism and medievalising impulses. It also applies Gadamer’s thinking on the relationship of 

the part to whole, and vice versa, to explore the cycle’s change in religious function and how 

different forms of faith today take up the cycle to explore or express their own concerns. Finally, 

Gadamer’s notion of ‘play’ is used to examine the most recent performance of the York Cycle, the 

2018 waggon production. Ultimately the thesis works towards an understanding of how the play 

cycle has been taken up by modern-day York and its people as a vehicle for the expression of 

heritage and identity, and as a performance artefact contributing to the creation of community and 

local pride.
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Note on spelling 

The spellings of wagon/waggon are frequently used interchangeably in discussion of the York plays. 

There is no consistency or consensus on which is ‘correct;’ the spelling seems to be a matter of 

personal preference. The most recent processional stagings have often favoured the waggon 

spelling, probably because it is perceived as an ‘older,’ more ‘medieval’ form. As this seems to be 

the form more commonly used in York today in relation to the plays, waggon is used throughout the 

thesis, except where quoting or referring to sources using the wagon spelling.  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Introduction 

I… was so proud of you all & the City in which I was born & which still has my heart. Thank you.  1

~ York Mystery Plays 2018 audience response 

 Pride has always been a hallmark of the York mystery play cycle. As an internal theme of 

the cycle it is a destructive force, first embodied in the figure of Lucifer, developed in the various 

tyrants (particularly Herod and Pilate) and finally culminating in the everlasting condemnation of 

the Doomsday pageant. Yet the performance of the cycle both produces, and is the result of, 

positive, celebrated kinds of pride: pride in the city, in its piety, its people, its culture, heritage and 

tradition. Although the expression and direction of that pride has changed down the centuries, it is 

traceable right back to the earliest records of the play cycle: the A/Y Memorandum Book of 1399 

states that the cycle is to be performed “en honour & reuerence nostreseignour Iesu Crist & honour 

& profitt de mesme la Citee” [in honour and reverence of our Lord Jesus Christ and for the glory 

and benefit of the same city].  Though other aspects of the cycle have changed from their medieval 2

iterations almost beyond recognition, many of the medieval cycle’s motivating impulses still hold 

today, albeit often under a different form. This thesis attempts to assess what has changed and what 

has stayed the same. 

 At first glance the York play cycle is not an immediately obvious medium for the 

contemporary expression of pride of any kind, let alone the wide range – personal, communal, civic, 

familial, cultural, traditional – encompassed in any modern performance. Yet the cycle has always 

operated as more than the sum of its parts. In the medieval period it served as a medium for 

working through religious beliefs, tensions and concerns; as a means of allowing the laity direct and 

personal engagement with their faith; as a forum for the display of both civic pride and civic 

friction; and not least as a medieval ‘tourist attraction.’ Today the cycle remains a tourist attraction; 

contemporary issues and concerns continue to be projected onto it; but perhaps most of all it 

functions, to quite a remarkable degree, as a vehicle for the expression of tradition, heritage and 

identity. 

 This thesis operates within both a chronological framework and a thematic one. Although its 

focus is on modern performances of the play cycle, from 1951 onward, it is of course informed by 

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey, York Festival Trust, 2018.1

 Alexandra F. Johnston and Margaret Rogerson, eds, Records of Early English Drama: York [hereafter REED: York] 2

(Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1979), 11 [697].
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an understanding of the cycle’s medieval operation. Dramatising the span of biblical salvation 

history from the Creation to the Last Judgement, the cycle was originally performed by the York 

guilds on, or around, Corpus Christi Day, the summer feast celebrating the institution of the 

Eucharist. Surviving records show that performances occurred almost annually from the late 

fourteenth century to the mid-sixteenth. The only surviving manuscript, now held in the British 

Library as Additional MS 35290, is generally dated to between 1463 and 1477, or more specifically 

to 1476-7.  From this the number of pageants making up the cycle is generally taken to be forty-3

seven, although this number fluctuated over the cycle’s performance history as some were 

amalgamated or dropped from performance, or as new ones were added. The pageants were staged 

on waggons, or carts, which moved in procession from Micklegate Bar (the southern and main 

gateway to the city) through the York streets to All Saints Pavement, the city centre, stopping along 

the way at pre-arranged locations or ‘stations.’ With the Reformation the plays came under intense 

scrutiny for their specifically Catholic nature, scope and outlook. After several years of adapting 

individual pageant texts to tone down the most overtly Catholic aspects, the last known 

performance of the complete cycle was in 1569. Almost four hundred years later the cycle was 

revived, albeit in a severely abridged form, as part of York’s contribution to the 1951 Festival of 

Britain. Since then the plays have been staged in York at semi-regular intervals, becoming very 

popular and an integral part of the modern-day city’s identity, culture and tradition. 

 The medieval history of the cycle has been thoroughly investigated in the scholarly and 

academic context. However, although Margaret Rogerson has produced extensive work on modern 

productions of the plays, covering performances from the 1951 Festival of Britain revival to about 

2006, significant gaps in scholarship of the cycle’s modern history remain, which this thesis seeks 

to address. Rogerson’s work on staging modern productions of the play cycle notwithstanding, there 

is a lack of scholarship exploring how the plays today work on, and with, their audiences both 

emotionally and socially. As the plays move into a new century and a new generation, there is a 

need for ongoing work examining the role of the cycle in the modern context and for modern 

audiences; the thesis explores, then, how the cycle has been taken up as a vehicle for the expression 

of relevant contemporary issues. Also relevant, but until now completely unexplored in relation to 

the York cycle, is the issue of contemporary medievalism and how the plays sit within this 

framework. Ultimately this research has the potential to be of value not only to the academic 

 See Richard Beadle, The York Plays: A Critical Edition of the York Corpus Christi Play As Recorded in British Library 3

Additional MS 35290, 2 volumes (Oxford: Oxford University Press for the Early English Text Society, 2009), xii. See 
also the rest of his introduction, which provides indispensable commentary on the manuscript, its dating and 
provenance, and its value in contributing to what is known of the cycle’s medieval performance history.
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community but also to all those involved with the York cycle – both those responsible for the 

production, staging and performance of the plays and those who come, often from considerable 

distances, to experience them. 

 Live performance is, by its very nature, ephemeral, intangible, and vanishing. This presents 

a signifiant challenge for theatre historians, who must examine and analyse what has already 

happened and can never be recovered or recreated. Performance does, however, leave traces. It 

leaves physical evidence through records, reviews, programme notes, photographs, video footage, 

and so on. But performance also functions as what Diana Taylor calls “embodied practice/

knowledge (i.e., spoken language, dance, sports, ritual).”  Thus it is possible to draw a distinction 4

between what Taylor terms the archive and the repertoire. Of this she writes, 

[t]he archive and the repertoire have always been important sources of 

information, both exceeding the limitations of the other, in literature and 

semi-literature societies. They usually work in tandem and they work 

alongside other systems of transmission – the digital and the visual, to name 

two.  5

Although, as Taylor notes, the archive can be loosely termed written language and the repertoire 

spoken language, she argues against seeing the two as a dichotomy or binary. Both offer an 

approach to “accessing versions of the past”  and therefore a way of observing, recording and 6

understanding cultural meaning and cultural memory. Believing, as Taylor does, that each informs 

the other and that theatre historians must pay attention to both, this thesis attempts to bridge the 

written/oral and the archive/repertoire in order to access the fullest possible understanding of the 

performative, cultural and social aspects of the York cycle. 

 The methodological approach to this research therefore utilises both archival materials and 

embodied knowledge. Chapters 1 to 3 incorporate archival material relating to the modern 

performance history of the cycle, using the holdings of the York City archives, the Poculi Ludique 

Societas (PLS) archives at the University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, and the National 

 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 19.4

 Ibid., 21.5

 Maggie B. Gale and Ann Featherstone, “The Imperative of the Archive: Creative Archive Research,” in Research 6

Methods in Theatre and Performance, edited by Baz Kershaw and Helen Nicholson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2011), 17.
  .3



Centre for Early Music archives in York. These chapters are also informed by resources held at the 

British Library, the Theatre Museum Archives at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, and 

materials relating to E. Martin Browne at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Mellon University. This archival 

work was undertaken with a full awareness of its inherent limitations – as Maggie B. Gale and Ann 

Featherstone have pointed out, researchers in the archive  

need to work with the precarious idea that they will only ever create an 

incomplete picture. … [W]hile content lists and catalogues can answer the 

question, ‘Do they have what I want?’, researchers must also ask, ‘Do I 

want what they have?’ It is a process of accumulation and discarding, 

finding and throwing away, and imagining what is missing and why.  7

Nevertheless, though the archival “picture” of the York cycle’s performance history can never be 

fully complete, this work has added to it details which have previously been under-explored or 

completely overlooked. This is particularly so in its examination of 1960s productions of the cycle 

in Ghana and New Zealand, which until now have remained completely undocumented.  

 Secondly, the thesis is supported by interviews and viva voce testimonies undertaken with a 

variety of people who are or have been involved with the play cycle, usually but not exclusively 

with an academic interest in its performance. These interviews and testimonies, conducted with and 

according to appropriate ethical clearance granted by the University of Auckland, allow access to 

embodied knowledge that has to date remained unvoiced and unrecorded in the archival records. 

Finally, the thesis draws where appropriate (most heavily in Chapter 6) on my own experiences of 

watching the 2016 York Minster production of the play cycle, and of acting as a participant-

observer for the 2018 waggon staging. 

 Some recent developments in contemporary performance criticism have paid more 

considered attention to the role of participant-observation in theatre criticism; the thesis is therefore 

informed by this work and engages with issues raised by these scholars. Rob Conkie, for example, 

has a particular interest in perambulatory outdoor performance. Though the productions he has been 

involved with are mostly from the Shakespearean canon, they are comparable with the waggon 

productions of the mystery plays – most evidently in their processional staging and utilisation of the 

 Ibid., 29. See also Rebecca Schneider’s “Performance Remains,” Performance Research 6, no. 2 (2001): 100-8 and 7

Jim Davies, Katie Normington and Gilli Bush-Bailey with Jacky Bratton, “Researching Theatre History and 
Historiography,” in Research Methods in Theatre and Performance, edited by Baz Kershaw and Helen Nicholson 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 86-110.
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outdoor environment. Conkie’s work, both in performance and in post-production reflection, is 

concerned with the relationship between play and place,  how the outdoor environment can be 8

utilised in performance,  and how this shapes or affects the playing from performance to 9

performance. With the heightened awareness of the participant-observer, who is both of the action 

and outside it, Conkie also notes the effect of processional and/or outdoor playing on the audience. 

With this staging, ‘audience’ can encompass both the immediate audience – those attending for the 

express purpose of watching the performance – and a “second audience,”  or an audience outside 10

the audience – passers by, attracted or intrigued by noise and action, who pause temporarily to 

watch. Although much of this thesis has a socio-cultural focus as opposed to Conkie’s practice-

based research, the issues raised here in relation to Shakespearean performance are clearly also 

highly relevant to stagings of the mystery plays – most pertinently the processional waggon 

stagings, but also to a lesser extent the fixed-place outdoor stagings. For the purposes of this thesis, 

then, Conkie’s work speaks less to its earlier chapters but is relevant to Chapter 6’s discussion of the 

2018 waggon production, which takes the form of a case study exploring contemporary issues of 

production and performance. 

 Acknowledging these methodological contexts, the thesis falls naturally into two sections. 

The first part details the temporal history of the cycle from its earliest modern revivals through to 

the twenty-first century, tracing the developing hallmarks of the contemporary cycle: emphases on 

community, heritage, and engagement with the past. The second part takes a more theoretical 

approach, drawing in particular on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s concepts of hermeneutical 

understanding. In the way it seeks to negotiate the inevitable gap between text and interpreter, past 

and present, this model of understanding offers a helpful framework for considering the cultural and 

social work the cycle performs in the twenty-first century, work of understanding and of self-

understanding.  

 In Part 1, Chapter 1 explores the earliest twentieth-century revivals of medieval drama, 

which – amid an atmosphere of censorship, suspicion and disapproval – helped prepare the ground 

for the first full revival of the York cycle in 1951. This is the focus of Chapter 2, which places this 

revival within the social and cultural context of the Festival of Britain out of which it came and 

explores too E. Martin Browne’s motivations for staging the plays. Chapter 3 transitions 

 Rob Conkie, “Reverie of a Shakespearean Walker,” in The Oxford Handbook of Theatre and Performance, edited by 8

James C. Bulman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 239.

 See Conkie, “Nature’s Above Art (An Illustrated Guide),” Shakespeare Bulletin 36 no. 3 (2018): 391-408.9

 Ibid., 405.10
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chronologically between twentieth and twenty-first century productions, examining the legacy of 

Browne’s productions before charting developments in production, staging and the academic 

experimentations with waggon production and full-cycle performances. As there have been dozens 

of productions of the York cycle since 1951, this chapter will discuss in detail a select few only. 

Two of these productions, 1960s performances in Ghana and New Zealand, have never before been 

examined as part of the production record.  

 Moving into Part 2, Chapter 4 considers the horizons of expectations operating in modern 

performances of the cycle, exploring how these may be approached and reconciled with medieval 

expectations. Also considered is the issue of contemporary medievalism in relation to modern 

productions of the cycle, questioning how the cycle maps onto, and interacts with, this social, 

cultural and political framework. Chapter 5 takes Gadamer’s thinking on the relation of part to 

whole to explore both how the cycle functions as a vehicle for taking up and exploring religion and 

how faith, in varying forms, may be projected on to it. This chapter also traces how productions 

have moved since the 1951 Festival from a revered expression of faith and piety to questioning how 

other moral and theological issues may be explored through the plays. Finally, Chapter 6 explores 

the notion of the York plays as ‘play’ in Gadamerian terms, drawing all the above lines of enquiry 

together in a case study of the most recent production, the September 2018 waggon staging. 

  .6



Part 1: Establishing Communities

Chapter 1: Stirrings of revival (c.1900 – 1950) 

 The story of the York plays’ revival begins long before the Festival of Britain. The 1951 

York Festival production, though often regarded in both the popular and scholarly imagination as a 

watershed moment marking the reclamation of the mystery plays, was in fact the culmination of 

fifty years’ small-scale experimenting with medieval drama. Without these early productions the 

Festival performance of the plays would not have been possible, yet there is little awareness of them 

today. Many of these early stagings were performed in the shadows as their directors tried to 

sidestep the Lord Chamberlain’s censors, high-ranking Anglican clerics affronted at the impropriety 

of representing God on stage, and theatrical audiences “[a]ccustomed to a steady diet of 

melodramas and French farces”  who (if they troubled to think about it at all) regarded medieval 11

drama as crude and barbaric. And, despite the work of scholars such as John Elliott – whose Playing 

God: Medieval Mysteries on the Modern Stage devotes considerable space to these early revivals – 

in the shadows they have largely remained. Yet an awareness of the slow, often fraught rebirth of 

medieval drama is crucial to an accurate charting of the York cycle’s growth and development 

through the York Festival years and into the twenty-first century. 

 In July 1901 the Edwardian age had just begun, the Lord Chamberlain’s Office was busy 

examining all new plays to ensure they did not contain blasphemy, indecency or immorality, and 

William Poel staged for the Elizabethan Stage Society the fifteenth-century morality play Everyman 

followed by the Chester cycle’s Sacrifice of Abraham and Isaac.  Reacting to the overblown and 12

over-elaborate productions then in vogue,  for years Poel “had been the leading advocate of open-13

 John R. Elliott Jr., Playing God: Medieval Mysteries on the Modern Stage (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 11

1989), 42.

 Three performances were given in the courtyard of the London Charterhouse, a former Carthusian monastery.12

 Henry Irving’s 1888 Macbeth is a fair example of the large and lavish scale characterising late nineteenth-century 13

staging of early drama. The production included twenty-one scene changes, four hundred costumes, and a forty-six 
member orchestra playing a score composed by Sir Arthur Sullivan. Irving demanded “eleventh-century authenticity in 
every scenic detail” (Kenneth Delong, “Arthur Sullivan’s Incidental Music to Henry Irving’s Macbeth,” in Henry 
Irving: A Re-evaluation of the Pre-eminent Victorian Actor-Manager, ed. Richard Foulkes (Routledge: Abingdon and 
New York, 2016), 151). However, this instruction apparently never reached Sullivan, whose ‘incidental music’ 
accompanying the action was popular with the audience and critics but not at all authentically medieval. Poel’s version 
of Everyman was in part a reaction to and against this ‘fake medievalism.’
  .7



stage drama in England, performing Shakespeare in Elizabethan fashion, without footlights, 

curtains or intervals.”  14

 His production of Everyman, writes John Elliott, “was to make theatrical history.”  It was 15

the first performance of medieval religious drama in England for over three hundred years; almost 

more remarkable still, it escaped the censors’ scythe at a time when representing God on stage was 

outlawed. Poel got round the censorship issue by what Elliott calls “a combination of good timing 

and good luck.”  Good timing was thanks to the plays’ medieval origins; “written before the 16

Licensing Act of 1737 [they were] technically assumed to be already licensed and did not have to be 

submitted to the examiner.”  Good luck was the fact that Michael Redford, the member of the Lord 17

Chamberlain’s Office whom Poel approached as a precautionary measure, “had never before heard 

of Everyman and had no idea that God was a character in it.”  While the production played only to 18

the Elizabethan Stage Society (a private group) and at the Charterhouse (a non-commercial theatre) 

it was technically out of the Lord Chamberlain’s jurisdiction anyway. When the production later 

transferred to a commercial tour throughout Britain and North America in 1902, thereby opening 

itself to the criticism of the censors, Poel had the sense to remove God the Father from the scene; 

his part was spoken from offstage.  

 While the Sacrifice of Abraham and Isaac half of the production was, for reasons not 

entirely clear, largely ignored, or “compared… unfavourably with the masterpiece which had 

preceded it,”  the Everyman half was an astonishing success. According to Elliott, this was 19

“[p]artly because of the stunning pre-Raphaelite beauty of Poel’s staging,” which found favour 

among Edwardian audiences. Holman Hunt lent the costumes, out of the collection he painted from; 

these were based on designs from Flemish tapestries.  The whole production was suffused with an 20

aura of “solemnity and reverence,”  resulting in audiences “breathlessly quiet, polite and 21

 Elliott, Playing God, 42. 14

 Ibid.15

 Ibid., 43.16

 Ibid.17

 Ibid.18

 Ibid., 44.19

 Ibid., 43.20

 Ibid.21
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respectful”  and leaving critics and reviewers small foothold for criticising the production or its 22

director. 

 Poel’s success in producing a censorship-approved, commercially successful production of a 

medieval English play was, though many tried to follow in his footsteps, not to be repeated in 

England until the Festival of Britain. Until then, “[t]hose who hoped for a change in the official 

attitude toward religious drama were doomed to disappointment.”  Between Poel’s Everyman and 23

the Festival of Britain performances of the York and Chester cycles stretches a long line of 

productions, but in order to evade the censorship laws all of them were produced by and for private 

societies and none of them in a commercial theatre.  Many were performed outside, in churches or 24

cathedrals, or, in the case of Nugent Monck’s 1910 production of the Wakefield cycle’s 

Annunciation and Flight into Egypt, in the director’s drawing room. Even with these precautions, 

productions could – and did – fall foul of the authorities. Monck’s 1909 Passion Play, a reworking 

of the Coventry Passion sequence, never made it to performance, as Monck was arrested at its dress 

rehearsal. The precise reason (if indeed there was one) for his arrest is unclear; according to Glynne 

Wickham, it was because Christ appeared on stage, which resulted in Monck being charged under 

the Blasphemy Law;  according to Elliott, he was arrested under the 1843 Theatre Act for “selling 25

tickets to the public for the performance of an unlicensed play in an unlicensed building,” though, 

“[f]or good measure… they also read him sections of the Blasphemy Laws.”  Whatever the charge, 26

the production was banned, the theatre closed, and tickets had to be refunded. 

 The idea of theatrical censorship on such a scale seems almost unimaginable in modern-day 

England or other Western countries. Yet at the time it was a very real presence. The power held by 

the Lord Chamberlain’s Office was immense, if antiquated. State censorship of stage plays dates 

back to the sixteenth-century Master of the Revels, who was charged with regulating the 

presentation of religious and political issues on stage.  In 1624 responsibility for censorship passed 27

 Quoted in ibid.22

 Ibid., 44.23

 Nugent Monck’s Passion Play should have played for the English Drama Society at London’s Fortune Playhouse had 24

it not been cancelled before its opening night (see above). The production eventually saw the light of day many years 
later, in 1938, but this time Monck took the precaution of performing it under the auspices of a private society, the 
Maddermarket Theatre Society, and staging it in his own Maddermarket Theatre, which he had founded in 1921. 

 Glynne Wickham, The Medieval Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 234.25

 Elliott, Playing God, 45.26

 For an overview of the Elizabethan and Jacobean censorship system see Richard Dutton’s Mastering the Revels: The 27

Regulation and Censorship of English Renaissance Drama (London: Macmillan, 1991) and Licensing, Censorship and 
Authorship in Early Modern England (Houndmills: Palgrave, 2000); also Janet Clare, Art Made Tongue-Tied By 
Authority: Elizabethan and Jacobean Dramatic Censorship (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999).
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directly to the Lord Chamberlain, where it was to remain until the censorship laws were finally 

abolished in 1968. The 1737 Theatres Act was “passed in order to protect Walpole’s government 

from criticism on the stage;”  it was followed, and slightly modified, by the Theatres Act of 1843. 28

By the turn of the nineteenth century the emphasis of censorship had shifted from politics to 

morality and public behaviour; in the 1890s a Reader of Plays described the Lord Chamberlain’s 

responsibility as beginning “at the point where public manners affect public morals.”  Unspoken, 29

but ever present, was the “fear about the behaviour of those who witnessed performances – both 

while they were actually watching and especially subsequent to the performance,” which Nicholson 

identifies as “one of the crucial factors which drove theatre censorship.”  This fear, and the  30

resultant prohibition of “profanity or impropriety of language… indecency of dress, dance or 

gesture… offensive personalities or representations of living persons,  … [and] anything calculated 31

to produce riot or breach of the peace,”  are not very dissimilar to the objections lodged by the 32

apoplectic author of the medieval Tretise of Miracles Pleyinge. The Tretise, usually dated to 

between 1380 and 1425,  condemns religious dramatic performances for their “pley” and 33

“bourde,”  for the impropriety of representing God in the person of an actor, and for the hysterical 34

response of audiences. Ironically, the attempted revival of the mystery plays was to be dogged by an 

accompanying revival of their medieval critics, in the modern form of the Lord Chamberlain’s 

Office. 

 The arrest of Monck in 1909, and subsequent confusion around whether it was for 

blasphemy or licensing, is indicative of censorship’s vague, ambiguous, often arbitrary, frequently 

heavy-handed operations. Nicholson’s admirably succinct account of the unwieldy process – which 

 Steve Nicholson, The Censorship of British Drama 1900-1968 (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2003), 4.28

 Ibid., 5.29

 Ibid.30

 “[L]iving persons” included representations of God and Christ.31

 Ibid., 23-4.32

 Clifford Davidson, ed., A Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge [hereafter TOMP] (Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 33

Western Michigan University, 1993), 1.

 Ibid., l.53, 54. Pley, used as both noun and verb, is (though not an exact synonym) the Middle English word closest to 34

our modern sense of drama; the noun was often used as a synonym for game, a sense which has been lost in the modern 
use of drama.  Bourde is usually translated as mockery. The Oxford English Dictionary gives three definitions, all of 
which are relevant in this context: “An idle tale, a jest, a joke… [i]n a bad sense: [m]ockery, bantering; play, 
game” (“Bourde, n.,” Oxford English Dictionary Online [hereafter OED Online], Oxford University Press, accessed 
August 1, 2017, http://www.oed.com./view/Entry/22093). For the author of TOMP as well as for the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Office, the very act of playing God on stage was ipso facto mockery of the divine.
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simply repeated and formalised even further the practice initiated under Elizabeth I three centuries 

earlier – is a valuable one: 

[A]ny play written subsequent to… 1737… must be submitted for the 

approval of the Lord Chamberlain before it could be publicly performed. 

There was nothing in that Act, or the subsequent Theatres Act of 1843, to 

define precisely the grounds on which a licence could be refused; nor was 

there any requirement that a decision should be explained or defended. In 

practice, then, a manuscript was submitted by the manager intending to 

stage it, along with a non-returnable fee for having it officially read by the 

Lord Chamberlain’s Examiner or Reader of Plays. The Reader would then 

write a report recommending (or otherwise) the script for licence, and 

noting any cuts and changes which he thought… advisable. In cases where 

the latter applied, the Lord Chamberlain or members of his staff would read 

parts – if necessary the whole – of the play before confirming the decisions. 

A licence then might be issued with specific endorsements indicating what 

must be excluded, or… discussions might be initiated with the manager 

which might in turn lead to the submission of a revised script which could 

then be licensed in its entirety and without endorsements.  35

In reality, however, the granting or withholding of a licence depended “not on the content of a play 

per se, or even necessarily on the way in which it was interpreted in performance, but rather on its 

predicted effect upon an audience.”  This “was a shrewd position to adopt since it allowed for an 36

effective response to the accusations of inconsistency and variation which were frequently levelled 

at the Lord Chamberlain’s Office.”   37

  Medieval drama should have been exempt from licensing as long as it was performed in the 

original Middle English. Any translation or modernisation of the text was regarded as a new play, 

thereby requiring a licence. Later this was to be one of the many hurdles faced by Martin Browne 

when proposing the Festival of Britain performance of the York plays; the Lord Chamberlain 

insisted that the text be presented “‘in its traditional form,’ and that any modernisation consist 

 Ibid., 4.35

 Ibid., 24. Again, this concern for the effect of drama on its audience echoes that expressed in the TOMP.36

 Ibid.37
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solely of ‘word for word substitution of modern for archaic English.’”  However, the primary 38

reason for the authorities’ denunciation of medieval religious drama was the fact that God appeared 

as a character on stage. The vehemence with which this was opposed by both the Lord 

Chamberlain’s Office and senior-ranking Church of England officials  would have done credit to 39

the author of the Tretise of Miracles Pleyinge. Successive Lords Chamberlain, as Nicholson 

remarks, “saw it as [their] duty to protect the Church”  from blasphemy and disrespect. Portraying 40

Christ on stage, no matter how reverently done, apparently came under both these headings. Though 

they never articulated it so starkly, the fear of the Lords Chamberlain and of various Archbishops 

was again that expressed in the Tretise: 

[M]en schulden not bourden with the figure of the passion of Crist… and 

the passion of Crist more schulde ben in drede. […] For siker pleyinge of 

the passion of Crist is but verre scorning of Crist.41

Consequently, for the first half of the twentieth century, the revival of medieval drama in Britain  42

was largely driven underground, a small though determined theatrical resistance movement whose 

performances were dependent on their directors’ ability to outwit the censors.  

 Given these discouraging circumstances, what prompted Poel, Monck and others  to stage 43

medieval English drama after it had been ignored for over three hundred years? This is a question 

which, strangely, has remained largely unaddressed by scholars of the York plays. The plays’ 

medieval lifespan has been thoroughly explored, but criticism of the plays seems to have been 

curiously uncurious when it comes to examining their initial resurrection in the first half of the 

 Elliott, Playing God, 75. See also Chapter 2’s discussion of the Festival of Britain production.38

 Clerical outrage seems to have come mainly (though certainly not exclusively) from the top of the Church of England 39

hierarchy. Some less senior clergymen, however, did support the idea of religious drama on stage, and even drama that 
challenged religion. “Most claimed to approve of the fact that the theatre was being used for serious purposes: ‘I 
welcome any play which forces us to face important problems,’ said one clergyman” (Nicholson, The Censorship of 
British Drama, 190).

 Nicholson, The Censorship of British Drama, 190.40

 TOMP l.683-92.41

 E. Martin Browne, a hugely influential figure in the revival of the York cycle (see below), experienced no such 42

difficulties with the staging of medieval religious drama in 1920s America, at what was then the Drama Department of 
the Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie Mellon University) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

 These included Edith Craig, Nevill Coghill, Cecil Quentin, Christopher Ede, Carina Robbins, and, most importantly 43

for the purposes of this thesis, E. Martin Browne (below). See the Appendix to Glynne Wickham’s The Medieval 
Theatre, 234-5.
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twentieth century. Even Elliott, who gives a very thorough account of how the plays first saw the 

modern light of day, never really explains – or even asks – why. 

 This may be because there is no single answer. The slow rebirth of medieval drama, at least 

in Britain, came out of, and was influenced by, a variety of factors – cultural, religious and 

temporal. The last of these is perhaps the easiest to trace; between Poel’s Everyman and the Festival 

of Britain stretched fifty years, a time span encompassing two generations and two world wars. At 

the beginning of this time period are the lingering traces of nineteenth-century nostalgic 

medievalism, looking back at the Middle Ages through rose-tinted spectacles to an ideal of simple 

but fervent faith, an appealingly ordered hierarchy of existence, and a satisfying network of 

“organic relationships between craft workers and their guilds, the workers and their local 

community, the community and nature, and between people and God.”  At the other end is a 44

Britain ravaged by war, declining in religiosity, and more concerned with an uncertain future than 

with the distant past. Bracketed by these wider cultural and sociological sea-changes are shifting 

ideas of theatrical theory and practice, including a short-lived but intense craze for religious verse 

(or poetic) drama. This genre, fashionable throughout the 1930s but largely dying away with the 

advent of war,  was nevertheless to lead directly to the 1951 York Festival through the person of E. 45

Martin Browne. 

 The renewal of British interest in medieval drama ran parallel with developments overseas, 

though other European countries (particularly Germany, France and Spain) had arguably never 

ignored their medieval drama to the extent that Britain had. The Bavarian village of Oberammergau, 

for instance, was immensely proud of its ‘Passion Play,’ claiming an unbroken tradition of 

performance every ten years from 1634.  The play, depicting the Passion of Christ through a 46

combination of tableaux and live action, was hugely popular with British tourists (at least until war 

put a spanner in the works). Word of it filtered back home, but despite repeated efforts throughout 

the late 1800s to bring the play to England, it was never performed there. The Lord Chamberlain’s 

Office flatly refused to allow it.  

 As Elliott recognises, the Oberammergau play is not strictly comparable with British 

medieval drama: 

 Joel Magnuson, The Approaching Great Transformation (Bristol: Policy Press, 2013), 123. Holman Hunt’s 44

involvement with Poel’s Everyman is a direct link with this pre-Raphaelite cultivation of medieval art and ideals.

 Christopher Fry (see below), an influential figure in the poetic drama movement, arguably produced some of his most 45

important work post-war, but its origins clearly lie in this pre-war movement.

 For a comprehensive study of the Oberammergau Passion Play see James Shapiro’s Oberammergau: The Troubling 46

Story of the World’s Most Famous Passion Play (New York: Pantheon Books, 2000).
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The underlying aesthetic of the Oberammergau play was… Germanic-

classical rather than medieval.… Of the sense of life as a violent drama 

which the medieval cycle plays conveyed there was little… Nor were the 

spectators encouraged to see their own place in the drama against the 

backdrop of a divinely ordained history that was compelling them forward 

toward either heaven or hell. The events enacted at Oberammergau were 

timeless, otherworldly, and above all comforting.  47

Nonetheless it proved to be a lasting influence on the British perception of how pre-Shakespearean 

religious drama ought to be performed. “One effect of the Passion Play on Englishmen,” Elliott 

continues,  

was to make them even more ashamed of the religious drama of their own 

country. Against the solemnity and calm grandeur of the Oberammergau 

play they set the ‘vulgar, profane, indecent and horrifying incidents’ of the 

English miracles, with their mixture of the sacred and the profane, their 

hotchpotch of high tragedy and low comedy, and their primitive 

superstitions.… Nevertheless, a precedent of sorts had been set, and when 

the revival of the [English] medieval plays eventually came, the shadow of 

Oberammergau inevitably hung over it. Nearly every producer of medieval 

Biblical drama in the early years of the twentieth century was eager to claim 

the purest Bavarian pedigree for his work.  48

 Elsewhere in Europe, other precedents were being set. 1911 saw the first performances of 

Jedermann [Everyman] and Das Mirakel [The Miracle], under the direction of Max Reinhardt. Both 

were loosely based on medieval texts. Jedermann, by Hugo von Hofmannsthal, springs from 

various mystery plays (including the English Everyman) and Das Mirakel from a twelfth-century 

Spanish legend retold in the nineteenth century by José Zorilla. Das Mirakel actually opened in 

London, in the Olympia, an enormous exhibition hall in West Kensington; the production 

 Elliott, Playing God, 40.47

 Ibid.48
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“transformed  Olympia into a cathedral and its audience into a congregation.”  Jedermann, whose 49

first performance took place in Berlin’s Circus Schumann, later became an integral part of the 

Salzburg Festival, which Reinhardt helped found in 1920. The Festival “was to be another and 

greater Oberammergau.”  The Salzburg Jedermann was first staged in the Domplatz [cathedral 50

square], and JL Styan evocatively records that  

criers from the church towers turned the whole city into a ritual theatre and 

the visitors into its communicants. Awakened from the eaves, even the 

pigeons seemed to be part of the plan. Reinhardt was delighted, and wrote in 

1924, ‘All traffic comes to a halt, and the whole city listens and watches 

breathlessly.’   51

Styan goes on to note that  

[t]he festival plays called for a special dramaturgy: a fusion of words and 

music, of acting and dancing – indeed, a fusion of all the arts in the best 

symbolist tradition. While the subjects represented a return to a popular, 

medieval simplicity and clarity, they were also an attempt to revive ritual 

drama for modern times.  52

 In France at roughly the same time, Jacques Copeau was investigating both Roman 

Catholicism and medieval religious drama. Although he had been a leading innovator and explorer 

of early drama for years before his 1925 conversion to Catholicism, this helped lead him back “to 

the seed of his theatre, to the celebration of divine mysteries by the priest for a massed 

congregation… theatre as communion would be the quest, not communal theatre.”  Returning to 53

the medieval Catholic belief “that the sacrifice in the Mass is not a repetition of Christ’s actual 

sacrifice, but a bloodless renewal of it, Copeau perceived that in the theatre (where no one dies, 

 J.L. Styan, Max Reinhardt (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 86.49

 Ibid., 87.50

 Ibid.51

 Ibid.52

 John Rudlin, Jaques Copeau (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 113.53
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either) a kind of communion could also take place.”  With two other Roman Catholic playwrights, 54

Henri Ghéon and Paul Claudel, Copeau developed “ideas of theatre-as-communion.”  These 55

“ideas,” arguably very similar to the religious impulses out of which the medieval mystery plays 

sprang,  looked forward to “what a new religious drama could effect in the twentieth century.”  56 57

According to Ghéon:  

Everywhere we feel the need for communion, for getting out of the self, for 

contemplating with the other.… I do not assert that the theatre can recreate 

society, but it can help in the work of recreation.  58

 Ironically – and yet, given the extent to which Copeau’s theatrical vision dovetailed with the 

medieval, fittingly – the first production of his “theatre of the future”  returned to the theatre of the 59

past. In 1933 he staged, for the Florence Festival, the fifteenth-century Tuscan mystery play Santa 

Uliva. The production “was mounted inside a monastery, in the cloisters of Santa Croce.… They 

seated the audience on three sides.… The large cast moved all over the playing area as changes of 

place and time required.”  Santa Uliva “enable[d] Copeau to pull together many of the threads 60

which had been preoccupying him,”  threads which included the use of non-theatrical space for 61

theatrical performance, the location and involvement of the audience, but primarily his “new quest 

for theatre-as-communion [and] also the related consideration of the actual popularity of theatre.”  62

 Ibid.54

 Ibid., 114.55

 For discussion of how the medieval mystery plays functioned as a quasi-religious event in which the entire 56

community was implicated, see in particular Sarah Beckwith, Signifying God: Social Relations and Symbolic Act in the 
York Corpus Christi Plays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001) and Eric Paul Weissengruber, “The Corpus 
Christi Procession in Medieval York: A Symbolic Struggle in Public Space,” Theatre Survey 38, no. 1 (1997):117-38. 
For more on Copeau, Ghéon, Claudel and their exploration of theatre-as-communion see Wallace Fowlie, “The French 
Theatre and the Concept of Communion,” Yale French Studies no. 14 (1954): 23-9.

 Rudlin, Jacques Copeau., 113.57

 Henri Ghéon, The Art of the Theatre, trans. Adele M. Fiske (New York: Hill and Wang, 1961), 76. This work, L’ art 58

du Théâtre in its original French, grew out of a series of four talks given by Ghéon to the Theatre du Vieux-Colombier 
in 1923; an appendix was added in 1939, but the volume was not published until 1944.

 Rudlin, Jaques Copeau, 114.59

 Ibid., 115.60

 Ibid., 114.61

 Ibid., 116.62

  .16



For Copeau, “[t]he function of theatre was to reveal the roots of social morality and to connect them 

to the growth of contemporary human behaviour.”  63

  Elements of all these productions later trickled down into the Festival of Britain production 

of the York plays. The staging of the plays, amid the ruins of St Mary’s Abbey, was very similar to 

Copeau’s staging of Santa Uliva. Martin Browne also shared with Jacques Copeau an intense 

interest in the ‘sacramental’ aspect of theatre, though his staunch Anglo – as opposed to Roman – 

Catholic outlook sought the expression of this in ritual rather than communion. But they were both 

concerned with “drama that illuminates the human condition,”  which drew each to “a search for 64

[theatrical] forms that would prove both popular and sacred.”  Reinhardt’s Jedermann, though first 65

performed so many years earlier, was in many ways far ahead of the York Festival production of the 

plays, especially in its concept of “the whole city as ritual theatre.”  Modern productions of the 66

York plays did not catch up to this until Jane Oakshott’s 1975 waggon production of the cycle in 

Leeds, and it was not until 1988 that four waggons actually performed in the streets of York itself – 

the playing spaces used in the Middle Ages – in a production organised by Meg Twycross. To this 

day there has not been a full-scale processional waggon production of the complete cycle performed 

in the York streets. Nevertheless, the 1951 York production did strive for the “medieval simplicity 

and clarity”  combined with the “attempt to revive ritual drama for modern times”  which 67 68

characterised Reinhardt’s Jedermann. 

 Jedermann and Santa Uliva enjoyed considerable success at their respective Salzburg and 

Florence Festivals; the 1951 Festival of Britain performance of the York plays seems at first glance 

to follow in this pattern. But the York cycle’s grand entrance onto the festival stage came about via 

a much earlier entry through the back door of religious verse, or poetic, drama. This genre, briefly 

 Ibid. André Obey’s quasi-miracle play Noé, first performed at the Paris Vieux-Colombier in 1931 under the direction 63

of Michel Saint-Denis, was heavily influenced by Copeau’s theatrical vision. In 1935 an English translation of the play 
ran on Broadway for forty-five performances from February to March. Saint-Denis then brought the play to London’s 
New Theatre (in St Martin’s Lane) in July 1935, with John Gielgud in the title role. The production was “a huge 
success. Reviewers could not say enough in praise of Gielgud as Noah, Alec Guinness as the Wolf, Merula Salaman as 
the Tiger, Barbara Seymour as the ‘méchante’ Cow, Harry Andrews as the Lion, and George Devine as the 
Bear” (Michael Mullen, Designs by Motley (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1996), 46). Many of the cast 
went on to be involved with the London Theatre Studio, which Saint-Denis founded shortly after the Noah run.

 Quoted in Peter Billingham, Theatres of Conscience 1939-53: A Study of Four Touring British Community Theatres 64

(London: Routledge, 2002), 29.

 Rudlin, Jacques Copeau, 114.65

 Styan, Max Reinhardt, 87.66

 Ibid.67

 Ibid.68
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fashionable but now almost forgotten, was the incubator in which the English mystery plays slowly 

came to maturity.  

 What Glenda Leeming calls the “Poetic Drama Movement of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries”  developed out of “a reaction against the conventional realism of current 69

commercial theatre writing, and a willingness to experiment with relating form and content to the 

twentieth century.”  William Yeats, “the pioneer of this diffuse movement,” was followed by others 70

including Christopher Fry, Ronald Duncan, Norman Nicholson, Anne Ridler, Charles Williams and, 

most famously, T.S. Eliot. During the 1930s “[t]wo trends in religious drama… emerged… one was 

the wave of mainly amateur writing for church festivals and local religious celebrations, and the 

other, which fuelled the first, was a revival of interest in staging mediaeval [sic] mystery plays.”  71

Enter Eliot, whose first experience of writing religious verse drama was for the 1934 pageant play 

The Rock. Eliot was recruited by George Bell, the far-sighted Bishop of Chichester, who also 

brought in E. Martin Browne to direct. Browne and Eliot had met in 1930 at a house party hosted by 

Bell’s wife. Although the Brownes “were somewhat awestruck by [their] surroundings”  and Eliot 72

was, “as usual at this time, … a very silent guest,”  the initial awkwardness was overcome; the two 73

became close collaborators and good friends. The Rock, for which “Eliot was asked to write the 

verse choruses and some dialogue scenes,”  was “produced at Sadlers Wells theatre to raise money 74

for building new suburban churches.”  Its legacy included not only new churches but Eliot’s 75

Murder in the Cathedral [1935] – for which, as Leeming claims, it was “a kind of trial run”  – and, 76

indirectly, the 1951 production of the York plays. Browne, an enterprising link, directed all three. 

 Murder in the Cathedral is arguably “the most significant and successful play produced 

under the shelter of the religious drama movement.”  Written for the 1935 Canterbury Festival, it 77

tells the story of Thomas à Becket’s murder and its aftermath. The play allowed Eliot to explore his 

 Glenda Leeming, Poetic Drama (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1989), 1-2.69

 Ibid., 2.70

 Ibid., 4.71

 E. Martin Browne with Henzie Browne, Two in One (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 72.72

 Ibid.73

 Leeming, Poetic Drama, 4.74

 Ibid.75

 Ibid. 76

 Ibid.77
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“belief that the origins of serious drama lay in religious ritual;”  the “ritual aspect was reinforced 78

by transformations of liturgy and sermon into the lyric chorus of [the] Women of Canterbury and 

the direct addresses to the audience which punctuate the dramatic depiction of the murder.”  79

Crucially, “the emotional impact of this”  on the audience survived the transition from the overtly 80

religious context of the Festival to the commercial theatre, where the play ran for several months at 

London’s Mercury Theatre.  Yet, despite this success, the play proved to be “both the starting point 81

and the peak of the attempt to use modern poetry as the language of drama.”  The Poetic Drama 82

Movement  

seemed to be losing internal momentum at the same time as it was 

overtaken by newer movements, as British theatre discovered Absurd drama 

in the mid 1950s and the different styles of Ionesco, Genet and Beckett, 

while the socially conscious plays of Osborne, Wesker and Pinter reverted to 

material concerns and realistic presentation. By comparison with these 

wildly unpredictable absurdists the poetic dramatists seemed little different 

from the conventional realistic drawing-room comedy writers with whom 

they were competing, and at the same time the initial naturalism of the 

British New Wave made Eliot and Fry appear stilted and artificial.  83

  

Despite a brief revival in the immediate aftermath of World War Two, to which we shall return, 

religious verse drama quietly faded from the British theatrical scene. However, Martin Browne, 

who had been heavily involved with it through the 1930s, did not. The story of how the York 

mystery plays came to be staged as part of the Festival of Britain is largely his story. It is also one 

which, until now, has not been fully documented in the scholarly history of the York cycle’s modern 

revival. 

 Born Elliott Martin Browne in Zeals, Wiltshire, on 29th January 1900, Browne entered the 

theatre almost by accident. Though he loved the poetry of Shakespeare both at school and as an 

 Ibid., 5.78

 Ibid.79

 Ibid.80

 The Mercury was at this time under the direction of Ashley Dukes, who founded the theatre in 1933.81

 Bamber Gascoigne, Twentieth-Century Drama (London: Hutchinson University Press, 1967), 61.82
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undergraduate as Oxford – where he read theology and modern history but also found the time to 

found and run a Shakespeare Reading Society – “[he] had always taken it for granted that [he] 

should ultimately be ordained.”  He never was, but it was his deep and life-long faith which 84

ultimately led him to the theatre, through his recognition of the dramatic element – the ‘bells and 

smells’ – of Anglo-Catholic ritual and liturgy. He explains in his autobiography, 

it was at Oxford that I discovered the sacramental aspect of religion.… My 

mind is cast in a sacramental mould, looking for ‘the outward and visible 

sign of an inward and spiritual grace,’ needing the specific action to express 

the impulse of faith. So when I found anglo-catholic worship I was eager to 

take part in it and to learn all about this new and richer expression of 

Christianity.… The Eucharist is an action: ‘Do this;’ and it is action in a 

ritual form. I was deeply attracted by catholic ritual, and simultaneously by 

another kind of ritual which grew out of religion, the theatre. It was strange, 

since I had no theatrical forebears; I didn’t get to the theatre much in my 

wartime adolescence at Eton and no play was ever produced there. But at 

Oxford I went almost weekly to the New Theatre… by February 1920 I was 

a member of the Oxford University Dramatic Society.  85

He goes on: 

I had been warned, when I chose to read for honours in Theology… that it 

was the best way to lose one’s faith. It didn’t have that effect on me, but it 

did make me aware what a ‘closed shop’ the professional church then was. 

How could I be any use to a parishful of people faced with everyday 

problems if I went straight from school… to university, to a year in a 

theological college and so into a dog collar? First, I must find a way out of 

the Church enclosure onto the rat-race-course of life.  86

 Browne, Two in One, 7.84

 Ibid.85

 Ibid., 10.86
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His “way out” eventually proved to be the theatre, though while at Oxford he became involved in 

the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA)  and its social work in the slums of industrial cities. 87

This was his first introduction to York, of which he recalls, “York was for me a potent mixture of 

back-to-back housing… and soaring Minster. I was never to escape from its spell.”  88

 After graduating from Oxford in 1923, Browne was asked to produce Hamlet for the 

Angmering-on-Sea summer festival. Here his Ophelia was Henzie Raeburn, an up-and-coming 

young actress; the two fell in love and married in 1924. Many years later Henzie wrote, 

[i]f Martin had married another woman, he would, I believe, have had an 

utterly other career. Dog-collars and gaiters would probably have come into 

his wardrobe, and who is to know what shape his life would have taken? I 

was able to give him a varied accumulation of theatrical knowledge, and 

many personal theatre friendships which directly and indirectly were to steer 

the course of our journey through the years.  89

The newly-wedded Brownes moved to Doncaster, in South Yorkshire. Here they continued working 

with the WEA, staging plays for the local mining community. Gradually they “began to understand 

that what was of value to them [the miners] was a play which spoke out of experience common to 

all men.”  Their productions ranged from Ernst Toller’s Masses and Man  – “vibrant theatre, in 90 91

the (then) avant-garde Expressionist style, but comprehensible to anybody in an area of industrial 

turmoil”  – to a performance of the Coventry Nativity pageant “in a church so hidebound that the 92

vicar would not allow Henzie to play in it because she was a professional actress, of the devil’s 

brood. She acted as prompter to the amateurs, in a nun’s habit.”  At the special request of the 93

 Founded in 1903, the WEA – still in existence today – “is a charity dedicated to bringing high-quality, professional 87

education into the heart of communities” (“About us,” WEA, accessed August 1, 2017, https://www.wea.org.uk/about-
us).

 Browne, Two in One, 11.88

 Henzie Browne, ibid., 27.89

 Ibid., 34.90

 Masse Mensch in the original German, Toller’s play explores social revolution. It has an intriguing link with the 91

processional staging of the medieval mystery plays in that its seven scenes are distinct yet linked episodes. 

 Browne, Two in One, 34.92

 Ibid., 35.93
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Governor of Wakefield prison, they also played this Nativity in the prison chapel, where the entry of 

Herod produced “[a] great gale of laughter, full-throated, that went on for several minutes.”  94

 This life came to an abrupt end with the advent of the General Strike of 1926. The WEA, 

“this youngest of the educational settlements[,] was doomed.”  Browne’s search for other work 95

“took [him] all over the country but to no avail”  until Geoffrey Whitworth, the founder of the 96

British Drama League, offered him temporary work as an adjudicator for the League’s National 

Festival of Community Drama. Founded in 1919, the aims of the British Drama League, or BDL, 

were  

to assist the development of the Art of the Theatre and to promote a right 

relation between Drama and the life of the community.… The League’s 

foundation had coincided with the first ‘great leap forward’ of the amateur 

drama movement. Although [Whitworth] at first focused his attention on the 

professional theatre, he welcomed amateur members and soon found that 

they were in the majority.  97

The National Festival of Community Drama was begun “[a]s a focus for this amateur activity.”  98

Both Martin and Henzie were later “to do a great deal”  of adjudicating for the festival (which 99

became an annual event and was still “flourish[ing]”  when Browne was writing his 100

autobiography many years later). Director of the League from 1948-57, Browne carried its ideals 

with him for the rest of his career. When directing the 1951 Festival of Britain production of the 

 Ibid., 36.94

 Ibid., 37. Later, however, it recovered, and still flourishes today.95

 Ibid.96

 Ibid., 37-8. See also Margaret Rogerson, Playing a Part in History: The York Mysteries 1951-2006, (Toronto: 97

University of Toronto Press, 2009), 102-110 for more on amateur drama in relation to the York plays; she notes the 
importance of the York amateur drama groups to the 1950s Museum Gardens productions and also draws parallels 
between “the performance of medieval mysteries… [and] the performance of one-act plays that were the familiar fare of 
amateur theatre festivals and competitions in post-war Britain. Indeed, there was an awareness of such comparisons in 
the early 1950s, when the medieval guild players were envisaged as being engaged in healthy competition with one 
another like the amateurs of modern times” (102). For more on the work of the BDL see E. Martin Browne, “The 
British Drama League,” Educational Theatre Journal 5 no. 3 (1953): 203-6.

 Browne, Two in One, 38. Similar enterprises also sprang up in New Zealand, where a production of the York cycle 98

was to be staged in 1965 (see Chapter 3 and “Arts Festivals,” Te Ara: The Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, accessed 
November 7, 2019, https://teara.govt.nz/en/arts-festivals/page-2).
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York plays, he insisted that the plays should belong to the local community and be acted largely by 

local amateurs. 

 During this time of flux, Browne, in his own words, “slid, in a manner now rightly 

deprecated, onto the professional stage.”  He seems quickly to have decided that “[p]rofessional 101

acting, however, was not a promising career for [him].”  But his brief dalliance with the 102

professional stage is significant because it was as part of the Stage Society. This was 

the oldest and most important of the bodies set up to produce plays the 

commercial theatre wouldn’t attempt. They played Sundays because they 

could thus use actors playing in West End runs, and ‘for members only’ to 

evade the Lord’s Day Observance Society  and the censor. The play was 103

D.H. Lawrence’s one dramatic excursion into scripture, the untidy but 

undervalued David.  104

Browne had become part of the movement for rehabilitating religious drama. Over the coming 

decades he was to help drag the genre out of the shadowy tangles of censorship, licensing and 

clerical opposition to a new level of visibility and acceptance. 

 Before that happened, though, work – or the lack of it at home in England – took the 

Brownes to America. Iden Payne  offered Martin the position of Assistant Professor of Speech in 105

the Drama Department of Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Institute of Technology, to start in September 1926. 

“It was a kind act, if a rash one,” Browne later recalled, “because I had no formal speech 

 Ibid., 39.101

 Ibid.102

 This was founded in 1831, its aims encapsulated in its name.103

 Browne, Two in One, 39.104

 Iden Payne (1881-1976), born an Englishman, had worked in America since 1913. Browne writes of the “debt” (Two 105

in One, 41) owed Payne by the English theatre: “He formed and directed the first repertory company, Miss Horniman’s 
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upon Shakespeare by William Poel and Granville Barker, he established in Manchester a school of native playwrights of 
whom Harold Brighouse and Stanley Houghton became the best known. He has been forgotten in England largely 
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training.”  In fact, he apparently had no formal training in anything he ever undertook – not that 106

this seems to have hindered him. He took up the offer.   107

 Payne encouraged Browne to produce for the drama department “a diverse programme of 

interesting plays,”  to be performed for a “subscription audience, who paid a fee that just covered 108

mailing expenses and got the chance to see a lot of plays which would never come to Pittsburgh’s 

two commercial houses.”  Browne’s first production was The Tidings Brought to Mary – the 109

English translation of Paul Claudel’s 1910 L’Annonce Faite à Marie, “set in the fifteenth century in 

and around a farmhouse, both practically as well as mystically connected with an enclosed order of 

nuns.”  Payne was surprised at Browne’s choice; so were Browne’s students; so was the audience. 110

However, it was a success, despite (or perhaps because of) Browne’s recognition that “something 

which we in Europe have in our blood does not enter into the American past. They never had the 

Middle Ages.… This was something old which was completely new to Americans, and which in the 

play exercises a compelling power.”  111

 In among various productions of the more accepted and expected Shakespeare, Browne also 

restaged the Coventry Nativity “in the small episcopal church [he and Henzie] attended”  112

(presumably American pastors were more open-minded than Doncaster vicars). Browne goes on: 

Next Christmas we did the York Nativity in a bigger church, and Easter 

plays in a still bigger one… This was another challenge… finding ways of 

fixing theatre lights in a church, then an unheard-of thing to do, and 

discovering how few instruments you need, because the building itself 

supplies the distances and the atmosphere. I have used and refined on this 

knowledge in literally hundreds of churches.  113

 Ibid., 41.106

 The Carnegie Mellon University archives hold some photographs, prompt books and reviews of the productions 107

Browne staged between 1923 and 1930 at what was then informally known as Carnegie Tech. Other archival sources 
relating to this period are, frustratingly, lacking.
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Browne’s lack of detail about his early productions of individual pageants from the mystery play 

cycles is maddening. How did he first come across the mystery plays?  What drew him to stage 114

them? How did his actors react to the plays? What did he do with the language – was it modernised 

or performed in the original Middle English? What did he do about representing the character of 

God onstage? What was the audience’s reaction to seeing these medieval plays performed for 

almost the first time in over three hundred years? On all these points Browne is largely silent. The 

mystery plays are mentioned only casually among descriptions of the many other productions he 

staged at around the same time. But these performances do at least show that Browne was 

concerned with, and thinking about, the English mystery plays long before the wider public woke 

up to them with the 1951 Festival of Britain production. 

 In the summer of 1930 the Brownes, now with two young children in tow, returned to 

Europe – to England for their “first sight of home in three years”  and to Germany for a holiday 115

ending at Oberammergau to see the Passion Play. This did not impress Browne: 

My memory of the Passion Play… is vividly equivocal. I went to Mass at 

6am in a packed church with the whole cast present – and this was in fact 

the highlight of the day. The pace [of the performance] was very slow, the 

music matched the Victorian text with its wealth of lamentation, the crowds 

and the elaborate still tableaux were perfectly drilled. It was only at a few 

moments, such as the washing of the disciples’ feet, that a surge of emotion 

occurred. For the most part, the strength one had felt in the church was 

regimented into pious conformity. I was rebelliously determined to get away 

from this pietism in the work ahead of me – however inept and crude most 

of it would seem compared to this perfect precision, it must be free to grow 

into our own century, free to find its own life.  116

The work Browne refers to here had just been offered him by George Bell, Bishop of Chichester 

and president of the Religious Drama Society (RDS). This had been formed in 1929 with the aim of 

 Presumably he was aware of experiments with them by other directors in the earlier twentieth-century (Poel, Barker, 114

Monck et al.). He may also have been obliged to read them for his theology degree, or at least have encountered them 
through his studies at Oxford. 
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“raising the standard of religious plays and their performance.”  Bell “wanted the diocese of 117

Chichester to have the first Director of Religious Drama,”  and he offered Browne the job. The 118

creation of this post was a fairly radical step; “in those days religious drama was a new thing, 

frowned upon by the considerable puritan element remaining in the church.”  But Bishop Bell was 119

light-years ahead of his clerical contemporaries in his attitude to religious drama. The majority of 

the clergy shared the opinion of the Doncaster vicar – drama in general was unseemly, religious 

drama blasphemous and playing it in churches unthinkable, and actors little better than prostitutes. 

Bell, however, thought otherwise, and few people were to be as influential in the development of 

British religious drama throughout the 1930s, ’40s and ’50s. As Browne recognised,  

[h]e believed in it. He believed that the drama should once more be the 

valued servant of the Church; and as for his own diocese, he was determined 

that the standards set for drama should be worthy of the subjects it was to 

portray.… He wanted to encourage the use of the church building for drama 

– but the drama must be good enough.  120

If Bell recognised the irony of this – of a senior member of the church which three hundred and 

fifty years earlier had been largely responsible for the demise of religious drama now campaigning 

for its renewal – he managed to ignore it. His visionary zeal helped bring religious drama back into 

the theatrical fold, but also meant that when the York cycle’s grand revival finally happened in 

1951, it was firmly under the auspices of the Anglican Church, not the Catholic. 

 Martin Browne left Oberammergau distinctly unimpressed with the Germans’ Passion Play 

and determined to do better for the British. The Brownes moved to Sussex, where Bell proved to be 

“the wisest of employers, because he left [Browne] free to create [his] own job but wanted to be 

kept in touch with what [he] was doing, to be asked to advise and encourage those of the clergy 

who would co-operate.”  As expected, Browne faced a struggle with the clergy and parish 121

 Ibid., 56. The society is still in existence today under the name of RADIUS – The Religious Drama Society of Great 117

Britain.
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councils “who were still strongly prejudiced against drama in church.”  Nevertheless he managed 122

to stage the York Nativity in Eastbourne’s St Mary’s Church,  

arrang[ing] the church… to fill the whole building with action so that every 

person present felt involved. Even if one of the thick Norman pillars 

blocked his view of some scenes, he had a clear view of others.… It was a 

natural development of the procession, which has always been a feature of 

Christian liturgies. Many problems are posed by playing in church – sight 

lines and acoustics are the worst: but the processional opportunities are a 

great compensating advantage.   123

To the physical “problems posed by playing in church” Browne could have added the problems 

posed by those opposed to playing in church at all, but this performance actually “won over some of 

the Parochial Church Council”  – testimony to Browne’s mingled tact and determination, which 124

would stand him in good stead when it came to planning the Festival of Britain performances. 

 Most of the plays Browne was involved with were for Christmas, “since many parishes had 

got as far as accepting a nativity play but most of them didn’t know how to go about it.”  125

Despairing of the quality – or lack thereof – of these performances  and “want[ing]… to produce 126

plays of quality and show them throughout the diocese,”  Browne formed the Chichester Diocesan 127

Players. This group, fluctuating in its membership but “with a core of capable people,”  consisted 128

of “a group of chosen actors willing to tour… ex-professionals, people who had trained but not 

gone on the stage, amateurs of talent.”  The ever-enthusiastic Bell “held a special service of 129
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 Ibid., 60-1.123
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I had at the same time to shore up their sagging self-confidence and show them how to get a decent result” (Two in One, 
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blessing… in the cathedral. He also persuaded the Vicar of Brighton to house [the] opening 

production  in the parish church.”   130 131

 From this play Browne moved on to Passion drama, which “was far less often dramatised by 

parish groups than the Nativity, since the acting demands are much greater”  – and also, 132

presumably, because of the prevailing horror of depicting the events of the Passion onstage, even 

(or especially) within the sacred space of a church. Nothing daunted, Browne toured Margaret 

Cropper’s The Passion of Christ in the Soul of Man, “a twenty-minute dramatic meditation for three 

actors, which could be fitted into a service.”   He also directed R.H. Benson’s The Upper Room, 133

which  

worked but seemed very old-fashioned: it is written in the blank verse of the 

turn of the century, and centred on devotional ideas and symbols rather than 

on the actual happenings of Good Friday. Since the appearance of God or 

Jesus on stage was forbidden… and… was thought by many to be unfitting 

there also, the nearest one could get to Jesus was the tip of his cross passing 

outside the window.  134

But, even while he produced these plays, Browne was frustrated by what he perceived as a lack of 

quality religious drama by English dramatists. Ghéon’s Marriage of St Francis galled both his 

English patriotism and Anglo-Catholic sensibilities; almost apologetically he later justified its 

choice by writing,  “[u]ntil we had English authors of [Ghéon’s] quality writing for us, he was the 

dramatist whose work we most frequently borrowed from a Catholic country where the drama-

tradition had never been broken.”  Summing up this period as director of the RDS, the overriding 135

theme was 

 This was the 1935 English translation of Henri Ghéon’s The Marriage of St Francis, first published in 1926 as La 130

Vie Profonde de Saint François d’Assise.
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the need for good new writers. There was a plethora of poor ones, many 

producing not plays at all but opportunities for devotional dressing up. The 

long Puritan ascendancy had made good authors fearful… because they 

feared that any exercise of the imagination would be misunderstood or even 

attacked as blasphemous. But unless we got them, the revival of Religious 

Drama would peter out. Up to now, almost all the plays available, even 

those of quality, operated within the accepted framework: they were 

celebratory rather than exploratory. If our drama was to speak to our own 

time we must find fresh voices.  136

This search for “fresh voices” reached happy fruition, for Browne at least, in collaboration with T.S. 

Eliot. Eliot’s work led Browne temporarily away from medieval drama and mystery plays into the 

world of contemporary religious poetic drama, where apparently he was both happy and fulfilled, 

writing “[p]oetry’s place on the stage has had an importance for me parallel with that of religion.”  137

 Throughout the 1930s Browne worked closely with Eliot on The Rock and Murder in the 

Cathedral; this period also saw Browne return, albeit briefly, to York. At the beginning of 1935 he 

was appointed “the first director of the professional company… at the Theatre Royal.”  This was 138

“a near-disaster.”  On top of lacking the necessary experience in running a theatre company, 139

Browne “face[d] a sceptical public (and no city has one more difficult to convince).”  His 140

directorship lasted less than three months. After this failure it must have taken considerable courage 

on Browne’s part to return fifteen years later for the direction of York’s main contribution to the 

Festival of Britain; but he seems to have had both the happy knack of always looking forward to the 

next project as well as a deep and genuine love for York and its people.  

 The Eliot-Browne collaboration lasted until Eliot’s death in 1965, but was interrupted by the 

advent of the Second World War. The early days of the war saw “all places of entertainment… 

closed during the initial stages of hostilities;”  though the theatres soon reopened, it was not to 141
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“normal business.”  For Henzie the theatrical situation was reminiscent of “Shakespeare’s day 142

when the plague ravaged London; and the actors, whom after all the law labelled vagabonds, took 

to the roads. Perhaps an echo travelled three miles along the hills: ‘Take the plays around in a 

wagon!’”  Martin’s perspective was that 143

thousands of people were going to be deprived of their recreation, just when 

they most needed it. A small company should be formed to take the theatre 

to them. He had always felt that the link between the contemporary theatre 

and its audience was too tenuous. Now, in time of common trouble, actors 

and audience together might discover something new.  144

Together, they decided to  

do religious plays.… They could and should include comedy and farce, as 

well as suitable plays from the old mysteries and their modern counterparts 

and liturgical plays to be done in church. Thus every type of audience could 

share in the repertory.  145

This was the beginning of the Pilgrim Players. Over the next four years the tiny company travelled 

all over Britain, contending with bombing, petrol and food rationing, lack of funds, costumes and 

conventional theatrical facilities, an ever-changing rota of members, and the British weather in 

pursuit of its founders’ aim to “encourage drama which illuminates the human condition.”  146

 The first chapter of Peter Billingham’s Theatres of Conscience 1939-53: A Study of Four 

Touring British Community Theatres is an analysis of the Pilgrim Players company and its 

“structure, artistic policy and repertory”  (the other three companies covered are Richard Ward’s 147

Adelphi Players, John Crockett’s Compass Players and the Century Theatre). Although Henzie 

Browne’s 1945 Pilgrim Story: The Pilgrim Players 1939-1943 is a valuable primary source, 
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Billingham’s work is, until now, the only scholarly and critical study of the company and its aims. 

As Billingham recognises, this is partly due to the “social and cultural conditions of wartime 

Britain”  under which the company existed, “inevitably performing in constantly changing, non-148

standard venues to similarly transient and diverse audiences”  – all of which made documenting 149

the company’s work at the time difficult, if not impossible, leaving little material for later scholars 

and theatre historians to work with.  

 Billingham’s view is that “[i]t is doubtful whether the Pilgrim Players would ever have been 

formed except for the circumstances of those early months of the war, [which] provoked [an] 

idealistic response of using theatre in a restorative sense in a time of political and social crisis.”  150

He sees the formation of the Pilgrim Players as “an initiative… characteristic of an uncomplicated, 

assumed patriotism,”  later commenting that “what characterise[d] all of [the wartime touring 151

theatre companies]… was the unswerving idealism that motivated and committed them, both to one 

another and to their audiences, scattered in small towns and villages around Britain.”  Whether 152

this is over-simplifying matters is, at this remove, difficult to judge. But Billingham’s comment that   

“Martin Browne did not seek to elaborate any theoretical basis for his work. Neither did he see 

himself… as being at odds with the theatre establishment [n]or as an instrument for radical change 

within the theatre”  is shrewd, and his summary of the “major, twin motivating principles behind 153

the work of the Pilgrim Players”  sound: 154

Firstly, there was a recognition of the common human need that existed 

under the stress of wartime conditions for entertainment and cultural 

recreation. Secondly, there was Browne’s associated conviction that 

providing that form of cultural enrichment might be allied to serving 

people’s religious needs.  155
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Richard Ward, an early member of the Pilgrim Players who left to form his own company (the 

Adelphi Players), criticised the Pilgrim Players for not being “a truly revolutionary movement in the 

theatre, because they appeared merely to be taking the old theatrical technique into new 

surroundings. The Pilgrims were, in fact, endeavouring to rehabilitate the old.”  But Martin 156

Browne never set out to be a revolutionary force; rehabilitating the old was indeed his life’s work. It 

was work both more difficult (Browne must have been made of stern stuff to navigate successfully 

the shoals of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, the Anglican clergy and the vagaries of the British 

public) and more far-reaching (without Browne’s early forays into medieval and religious drama the 

1951 production of the York Plays would probably never have happened) than Ward gives credit 

for. 

 The first performance of the newly-formed  Pilgrim Players was James Bridie’s 1930 157

Tobias and the Angel, which Henzie describes as “a play with the religious idea of the first rank as 

drama and as entertainment.”  Tobias was to appear regularly in the company’s repertoire, along 158

with DH Lawrence’s David and Henri Ghéon’s Way of the Cross. Bridie also wrote for the company 

The Dragon and the Dove (intriguingly summarised by Henzie as “taken from Helen Waddell’s 

story of the Hermit Abraham, one of the Desert Fathers of the fourth century, and how he rescued 

his niece from a brothel by dressing up as a Roman soldier” ) and A Change for the Worse, “a 159

half-hour morality in which the devil is defeated by finding that his machinations produce 

unexpectedly good effects.”  The company also performed Murder in the Cathedral (Eliot re-160

wrote it for them into “an ‘emergency version’ for nine players”  and, tinkering as ever with the 161

mystery plays, for their first Christmas performance “Martin devised The Merry Play of Christmas, 

an adaptation from the York, Coventry and Wakefield Mysteries. It embodied the whole of the 

Second Shepherd’s Play, but the farcical sheep-stealing scenes could be omitted in church.”  162

 Quoted in ibid., 28.156

 And considerably under-funded; the company was started with £50 left the Brownes by an aunt (Henzie Browne, 157

Two in One, 116). For its first few months the company’s finances were precarious in the extreme. But, writes Henzie, 
“we were certain that people needed plays, and that to get our services accepted we must reduce the risk to almost nil. 
So at the beginning we fixed the minimum guarantee for a performance at thirty shillings!” (ibid., 117-8).
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 Billingham writes of the company’s repertoire that “each [production] reflected the way in 

which Martin Browne sought to produce plays which, to one degree or another, fulfilled his concept 

of religious drama… the drama of which the theme is the relationship between God and man.”  163

What audiences made of this blatant invitation to consider their “relationship” with the Almighty is, 

unfortunately, now lost; no first hand accounts of audience response to the company’s performances 

survive. This leaves us with Henzie’s occasional accounts of audience reactions, which suggest that 

the viewers certainly appreciated the entertainment. Tobias, for example, proved popular at 

Maidstone Gaol where a prisoner named Tobias, “always in trouble,”  had recently died. “So 164

when the chaplain had inadvertently announced the play as Tobias with the Angels there had been 

signs that some extra laughs might be expected. A riotous afternoon culminated at the moment 

when Tobias’ father-in-law… crosses the stage… to dig his grave. Those who had recently taken 

part in this ‘fatigue’ were loudly sympathetic.”  Often the company played in village churches, 165

once in a Kentish village barn, where the play succeeded in completely distracting its audience from 

the noise of the nearby guns, and many times in London air-raid shelters. The shelter performances, 

always crammed into tiny spaces with no proper stage, Henzie describes as having “the atmosphere 

of a big family,”  wryly observing, “We were outdoing Shakespeare in the matter of close contact 166

with an audience.”  167

 This sense of camaraderie was also, despite the inevitable frictions and tensions, felt by the 

members of the company. Looking back in 1987, Nina Evans, one of the Pilgrim Players, 

remembered that “[t]he most enduring quality and aspect of that time was the sense of community 

that we shared.”  Although Evans went on to say that “I have never experienced anything quite 168

like it since, and in a sense, neither do I expect to,”  something of this “sense of community” – or 169

at least the search for it, which was very important to Browne – carried through into his direction of 

the 1951 York Festival production. This was, of course, on a far larger scale than anything 

attempted by the Pilgrim Players. But, as we shall see, Browne approached it with many of the 

same motivating principles which drove his formation of the Pilgrim Players.  
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 In the spring of 1943 the Pilgrim Players temporarily disbanded, due to “several members… 

leaving at once.”  The company reformed in the autumn, but, due to “a different administrative 170

and financial arrangement… made with CEMA [the wartime Council for the Encouragement of 

Music and the Arts, which since February 1940 had provided the Pilgrim Players with a grant of 

£150 per year],”  its focus and style had shifted slightly, and the Players’ existence was no longer 171

quite so hand-to-mouth. Because of the new funding arrangement with CEMA, “tours were now 

nationally organised, and all of [the Players] who went about on them were aware that [they] had 

found a huge new audience.”  At the war’s end the newly appointed Cultural Advisor for music 172

and drama, Ashley Dukes, offered to “let [Browne] the Mercury Theatre for a season of New Plays 

by Poets.”  The Pilgrim Players moved into their new home, and Browne, who more than twenty 173

years earlier had written, “Poetic drama is my great love, and I daresay my forte too. My dream is 

to have a Poetry Theatre with a repertory company playing poetic plays,”  was delighted. In an 174

impassioned speech at the season’s launch, he claimed that  

[t]here has too long been a divorce between the poet and the playhouse.…

The poet has an enormous advantage as a dramatist. He can treat his 

characters imaginatively, seeing them against the large canvas of human life 

as a whole, or even in relation to the universe. Such a conception is denied 

to a theatre where only naturalistic drama is presented.  175

 Browne recalled that “[d]espite careful publicity, the idea of a Season of Plays by Poets took 

some time to win acceptance.”  Nevertheless, for a time it was reasonably successful. The first 176

production was Norman Nicholson’s The Old Man of the Mountains,  

‘a plain-sailing tale’ of the conflict between Ahab and Elijah transferred to 

the Lakeland fells and re-interpreted in what we should now call 
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environmental terms, Ahab being the landlord-developer and Elijah the hill-

farmer.   177

This was followed by Ronald Duncan’s This Way to the Tomb, Ann Ridler’s The Shadow Factory, 

Christopher Fry’s A Phoenix Too Frequent (which Browne had commissioned for the company) and 

Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral and The Family Reunion. Unfortunately, for reasons not entirely 

clear,  

Dukes returned from his post with the Allied Central Commission in 

Germany in 1948 and, rather acrimoniously, gave the company notice to 

quit. These strained circumstances abruptly ended what had looked to be a 

successful experiment [i]n the repertory of new plays. The Pilgrim Players 

therefore came to a close in 1948.   178

Despite Browne’s later successful productions of Eliot’s The Cocktail Party (1949), The 

Confidential Clerk (1953) and The Elder Statesman (1958), this was really the final death knell for 

British verse drama. Browne’s dream “was dissolving into another shape,”  in the form of the 179

directorship of the British Drama League, which he took over from Geoffrey Whitworth even 

before the tenure at the Mercury ended. Apparently he was expected to “re-establish its contact with 

the professional theatre, which at that time believed it to be solely concerned with amateurs.”   180

 Browne’s assumption of the BDL directorship coincided with early preparations for the 

Festival of Britain, set for 1951. Through the Festival “[t]he government invited the nation to 

celebrate its release from the gloom of war and austerity and show the skills and the wit that Britain 

had to offer to the future.”  Though the Festival was based in London,  181

twenty other places throughout Britain were chosen as festival centres and 

offered grant-aid through the Arts Council. Each was encouraged to display 
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its distinctive character, and to restore or bring to light its special characters. 

One of the twenty was York.  182

Browne goes on: 

The penny dropped at once. York had one special treasure in which it had 

shown no interest, but which I had always longed to bring to light. Its cycle 

of Mystery plays… had not been seen as a cycle since 1572.  To produce it 183

after almost four centuries would provide York with an unbeatable Festival 

event of its very own.  184

Having dropped, the penny kept rolling. Browne, never one to waste time, talked to Mary Glasgow, 

the wartime secretary of CEMA. She put him in touch with Huw Wheldon, the Festival Arts 

Council Officer, and Keith Thompson, the York Festival director. The three met for discussions in 

July 1949, and plans for the first post-medieval full-scale production of the York plays were set in 

motion.  

Once again the Brownes moved northward. Although the Second World War had intervened 

since Martin Browne had last worked in York, he returned with what was in many ways a pre-war 

theatrical mindset. His was theatre deeply concerned with ordinary people, with the communities 

out of which those people came, and the connections to be made between them. In this regard his 

work during the inter-war period sits within a wider context of theatre-makers which included not 

only those working with religious poetic drama, both English and French, but also those more 

politically radical, such as Joan Littlewood, Ewan MacColl, Rupert Doone and Robert Medley. 

Browne was certainly familiar with the work of the latter two, probably through Eliot.  Doone and 185

Medley founded the Group Theatre in 1932 as an experimental ‘collective’ theatre company, which 

until 1939 staged work by Auden, Isherwood, Eliot and various other contemporary playwrights, 

and also some medieval and Elizabethan drama.  In the early 1950s, just as Browne was preparing 186
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to stage the York Cycle, it was re-formed as Group Theatre Productions Limited. Littlewood is not 

mentioned by Browne in his autobiography, but he could hardly have been completely unaware of 

her work with the Theatre of Action (founded in 1934 with Ewan MacColl) and the Theatre Union 

(founded 1936, reformed as the Theatre Workshop in 1945). Littlewood’s political inclinations were 

probably the complete opposite of Browne’s,  and as Billingham notes, Browne – unlike 187

Littlewood – never saw himself “as being at odds with the theatre establishment.”  Nevertheless, 188

their theatre-making overlapped in its determination to take drama to the people. The British 

theatrical landscape of the late 1920s and 1930s inevitably reflected wider social and political issues 

of class and community arising out of the aftermath of the First World War. The fight of the 

working classes to be both seen and heard within the theatre, as embodied by Littlewood, reflected 

social change within culture and society at large.  The turmoil of the Second World War and its 189

aftermath only increased this re-arrangement of established order; yet at the same time it also 

produced a renewed desire for stability, motivating a return to the perceived certainties of the past. 

Out of this period of social and theatrical flux sprang the Festival of Britain. York’s major and most 

important contribution to this, the celebrated revival of its mystery plays, forms the focus of the 

next chapter. 

 As is well-known, Littlewood and MacColl were staunchly left-wing, and closely linked to the Communist Party. In 187

his autobiography Browne remains coy regarding his own politics, although he cites Sybil Thorndike, who was a 
member of the pacifist Peace Pledge Union, as “always [having] a profound influence” (Two in One, 34) on both him 
and Henzie. He was also, as mentioned above, good friends with the self-described conservative or ‘high Tory’ Eliot. 
Browne’s background, upbringing and education were undoubtedly utterly different from Littlewood’s. But he was not 
narrow-minded: for the production of Masses and Man (see above) the role of Nameless was taken by “an active 
communist” (Browne, Two in One, 34), whom Browne found the “most interesting to talk to… This dedication we had 
never met before; it reminded us of the early Franciscans but with hate substituted for love” (ibid.). For more on 
Littlewood’s life and work see Nadine Holdsworth, Joan Littlewood’s Theatre (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), and Littlewood’s own autobiography, Joan’s Book: Joan Littlewood’s Peculiar History as She 
Tells It (London: Methuen, 1994). For more on Eliot’s political thought see Chapter 2 of Michael North’s The Political 
Aesthetic of Yeats, Eliot and Pound (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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Chapter 2: The York Plays and the Festival of Britain 

(c.1950 – 1966) 

 The Festival of Britain, which ran throughout the summer of 1951 from May to September, 

was conceived as ‘a tonic to the nation,’  an antidote to the dark days of the Second World War 190

and its aftermath. It looked both forward to the future, in its proud display of British technology, 

science and innovation, and back to “the glories of Britain’s cultural and spiritual past.”  Whether 191

it managed successfully to reconcile and conflate these two conflicting, even apparently mutually 

exclusive, focal points is a matter for debate. However, it is a debate too large for the scope of this 

thesis, except insofar as it concerns the York Festival production of the mystery plays. Becky 

Conekin, who describes the Festival of Britain as ‘the autobiography of a nation,’ suggests that  

the Festival’s imaginings of the future and the past were not ‘at odds’; rather 

they were mutually reinforcing. Particular representations of the past 

bolstered particular representations of the future and vice versa. Modernism 

has often combined with the most traditional imaginings of Englishness or 

Britishness.  192

The Festival aimed to create a “post-war national identity,”  one shaped both by the science and 193

technology of the future and by a proud sense of “our heritage.”  Marking a new start post-war, 194

the Festival looked back to the past – to British culture, heritage and tradition – in order to move 

forward. Much ‘heritage’ had of course been lost to wartime bombing, Coventry Cathedral being 

possibly the most famous example of this. The Festival literally sought to recapture and rebuild this 

heritage for a new era. Conekin observes that  
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[t]he role of history in this project was to illustrate great universal truths 

about the British people… The role of the past… was to illustrate how the 

British people were unified, yet diverse, ‘cemented together’ by character, 

tradition and ancient origins, no matter what their contemporary class 

position or geographical location.  195

 But the passage above is riddled with obvious inherent contradictions, and attempts at 

directed unity are usually doomed to failure. Although the Festival does seem to be remembered as 

a golden summer by many who experienced it, the York plays were apparently not a resounding 

success in this regard. Apart from confirming British stoicism in the face of summer rain and cold, 

the production primarily revealed the twin facts that Yorkshire people are Yorkshire first and British 

second, and that the York plays’ identity is primarily and above all local rather than national (or, one 

could now add, international). The Festival aimed to evoke a “universal time,”  “portray[ing] the 196

past not in the sense of history as a chronicle or analytical description, but rather as a series of 

traditions imbued with trans-class and trans-historical qualities.”  However, “paper[ing] over the 197

all-too-obvious class tensions of the inter-war, if not the post-war, period”  proved a challenge. So 198

too did negotiating regional tensions, particularly the infamously entrenched north-south divide. 

Though Martin Browne, a southerner born and bred, apparently managed to walk this delicate line 

with reasonable success, his direction of the York plays nevertheless faced a slew of criticism from 

northerners who objected to the “BBC English”  spoken by many of the cast. The equally 199

infamous London-versus-the-provinces trope was also imperfectly handled, although the Festival 

does seem to have had considerable success in encouraging international tourists to visit areas of 

Britain outside London, including York.  200

 Under the ultimate authority of the Festival Arts Council, based in London, individual cities 

and towns were each responsible for their own festival celebrations. This inevitably led to a motley 

range of events across Britain, including a large firework display at Liverpool, a Godiva Pageant at 
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Coventry (the mind boggles), and the Dolhendre Hillside Farming Scheme in North Wales. York’s 

contribution, and one which was to have resonance far beyond the few weeks of the festival, was 

the first large-scale performance of the York mystery play cycle since 1569. Somewhat surprisingly, 

given the deeply engrained resistance which had met the first attempts to revive it only a few 

decades earlier, religious drama was deemed to be “an essential part of the Festival of Britain.”  201

With an irony which seems to have been entirely lost on Anglican leaders, the church responsible 

for suppressing the plays centuries earlier was now ready – even eager – to see them live again: 

“The doors are no longer closed. The play and the players are welcome.”  Consequently the York 202

plays were not the only medieval plays to be revived that summer. A version of the Chester cycle,  203

directed by Christopher Ede, was staged in the refectory of the city’s cathedral, and in the bombed-

out ruins of Coventry Cathedral Carina Robinson staged the two surviving pageants from the 

Coventry cycle.  204

 This embracing of medieval religious drama was partly due to the efforts of Bishop Bell, 

who loved and encouraged it for its own sake, and partly due to concern (from the Church of 

England but also, “remarkably enough,”  from the government) over a nationwide decline in 205

church attendance and loss of faith. B. Seebohm Rowntree “determined in 1941… that fewer than 

one out of every five persons living in [York] was a regular church-goer. Ten years later he found 

that figure even lower.”  The Festival of Britain was in part an attempt by the “Labour 206

Government… to inject a new infusion of ‘moral capital’ into the national bloodstream.”  The 207

general consensus was that “people at the end of the war inhabited a spiritual wasteland, and could 

 Bell, quoted in Elliott, Playing God, 73.201
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be redeemed by faith.”  So the revival of the mystery plays came about partly because it was 208

hoped that they would lead to a revival of faith. Unfortunately for the Church and the concerned 

government, they do not seem to have sent audiences flocking back to the churches. Instead they 

quickly outgrew the Festival of Britain into their own entity, one in which faith remained significant 

but which also encompassed a strong focus on York heritage, pride and tradition. 

 The mystery play production was not York’s first choice of event, although an emphasis on 

local heritage and tradition seems to have been integral from the earliest days of planning. Margaret 

Rogerson notes that  

heritage awareness, a new faith as David Lowenthal claims it to be, ran 

alongside the more conventionally defined faith that many individuals 

brought to the experience of playing in the mysteries. Browne… made good 

use of the York heritage in his campaign to put religion back onto the 

stage.  209

Originally “[t]he main attraction was to have been a guild procession through the streets of the city, 

led by the Lord Mayor in full ceremonial regalia, in imitation of the old Corpus Christi processions 

in the Middle Ages. […] Only gradually did a more ambitious plan take shape, centred on the 

mystery plays.”  As the idea of the plays grew in prominence, the procession seems to have been 210

quietly dropped. At the time this was probably necessary if the plays were ever to see the light of 

day, since the play production – huge in scope and scale – required a concentrated effort which 

would have left little energy or resources for another large-scale event. 

 An organisational committee for the York Festival was founded in April 1949, with Keith 

Thompson, secretary for the York University Planning Committee, as its chairman. Who exactly 

first mooted the idea of reviving the play cycle, and when, is now unclear. Martin Browne, in his 

autobiography Two in One, claims the initiative as his, but Elliott places the credit elsewhere: “The 

first suggestion came in the summer of 1949, from the Reverend J.S. Purvis, who offered to prepare 

a modernized text of the plays for the production.”  According to Elliott, “[t]he [York Festival] 211
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committee had already drawn up a preliminary design for the Festival along other lines, but was 

instantly attracted to Purvis’ idea – more, as Thompson later confessed, by the spiritual ‘draw’ of 

the plays than by any specific religious motive.”  Browne’s take is that the idea of reviving the 212

plays was his alone, raised in a meeting with Keith Thompson and Huw Wheldon on 29th July 

1949, and that Purvis was “produced”  for him by Thompson in November of that year to assist 213

with the preparation of the script. Whoever really came up with the idea first, Browne and Purvis 

seem to have had an amicable and fruitful working relationship. Browne clearly had a deep respect 

for Purvis, writing, “[he] had a lively sense of humour and knew how Yorkshire folk really lived 

and thought. He knew and loved the plays deeply: and he knew what local actors could ‘put 

over.’”  Working from Lucy Toulmin Smith’s 1885 edition of the play text (until Richard Beadle’s 214

work in the 1980s the only edition available) the two pruned the vast sprawling text to a 

manageable three hours. Even while drastically cutting the medieval verse, they shared 

a determination to preserve the shape of the cycle, its mighty sweep across 

the whole history of this world, seen in the light of eternity. Into that 

framework should be fitted all that we could manage of the detail drawn 

from the daily life of the ordinary people who acted it in the fourteenth 

century as they would in the twentieth, so that the story of God’s love was 

their own story.   215

 Considerable groundwork had been laid to reach this point. Despite Bishop Bell’s 

enthusiastic endorsement, even encouragement, of the performance of religious drama at the 

Festival, other ecclesiastical authorities were far from convinced of its propriety. Cyril Garbett, the 

Archbishop of York – the second-highest ranking prelate in the Church of England – was not happy 

with the idea, and “[a]s for the Lord Chamberlain’s office, it had an almost unblemished record over 

two centuries of protecting the Deity from the tarnish of the stage.”  Eventually, after some gentle 216
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but dextrous manipulation of local and family connections,  the York plays were allowed to go 217

ahead, on three conditions; first that they “be performed on sacred ground, as a religious rather than 

as a purely theatrical event;”  secondly, that Martin Browne direct;  thirdly, that the text of the 218 219

plays be “‘in its traditional form,’ and that any modernisation consist solely of ‘word for word 

substitution of modern for archaic English.’”  The first two conditions were imposed by the 220

Archbishops of Canterbury and York, while the third was set by the Lord Chamberlain; it was a 

condition whose fulfilment later proved practically impossible, but by then this was quietly 

overlooked. 

 Work on the shaping of the text was complicated by the fact that, despite the (unwilling, 

from some quarters) clearance for the performance of the play cycle, much of the material and 

subject matter was considered distasteful (most of the Passion scenes) or theologically delicate (the 

Last Supper). Presumably objecting to its horrific cruelty intermingled with black comedy, the 

Archbishop of York asked that the Crucifixion scene be omitted from the performance. Purvis 

seemed to agree, stating in an interview, “The scourging and crucifixion scenes are too realistic for 

us today. Nobody would dare to put on some of these plays today. They are too shocking.”  221

Browne, despite (or perhaps because of) his own deeply-held faith, seems to have had fewer 

qualms, but he was forced to find a compromise. This was done by borrowing from the staging 

traditions of the Oberammergau Passion play: “The scourging scene he agreed to place offstage, to 

be conveyed to the audience by sound effects only. The nailing to the cross, which could not be 

done offstage, was to be tactfully masked by the grouped banners of the Roman soldiers.”  The 222

Archbishop balked again at the Last Supper, which is actually missing from the only surviving 

medieval play text – presumably destroyed at the Reformation as it dealt with the doctrine of 

transubstantiation rejected by the Protestants – but which Browne wanted to stage nevertheless. 

This proved a step too far for the Archbishop, however, and eventually the Last Supper scene “was 

 The Lord Chamberlain at the time, Lord Scarborough, happened to be both a chairman on the Festival of Britain 217
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confined to an exit through the door in the house where the event was presumed to have taken 

place.”  223

 The language of the original play text, and the issue of how (or whether) to modernise it, 

caused some difficulties and tensions which were never entirely overcome. (This is an issue which 

still rears its head today.) The north-eastern Yorkshire dialect of the medieval plays has now 

vanished almost completely; at the time of the Festival it still survived, but “only in the remoter 

countryside.”  It was obvious that, if the original dialect was retained in its entirety, the national 224

and international audiences which Browne and the Festival organisers were hoping for would be 

largely at a loss. Yet at the same time both Browne and Purvis, hoping that the plays would be 

performed by actors drawn from York and the surrounding communities, “wished that they might 

speak [the plays] in their own tongue.”  To this end “Purvis decided to ‘translate’ into standard 225

English (leaving as many dialect words as he dared) to be sure of ‘getting over’ on an open-air stage 

ninety feet wide.”  With no microphones, actors had to rely on clear delivery and the natural 226

acoustics of the stone abbey ruins. In the event, “auditions of local amateurs proved 

disappointing”  and professional actors were recruited instead for many of the speaking roles. 227

This meant that “the script was spoken by almost the entire cast in BBC English,”  which irked 228

the critic Herbert Read, a proud Yorkshire man. With glorious Yorkshire logic, Read “objected that 

only Satan should have been given a southern accent!”  Browne claims that he and Purvis did 229

“[look] for every chance to let the Yorkshire speech-sounds come out”  but that  230

[i]n the city, only a very few of the north-country vowels are in use. Country 

actors, mostly employed on the land and rising very early, couldn’t face our 

late hours of performance. We managed to get shepherds who ‘spoke broad,’ 

but most of the dialect used was consciously studied by the actors…. But I 
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did not want to cumber actors with the care of learning a dialect: it seemed 

better to let each speak in his natural way.  231

Even so, “Purvis’ script daunted a good many of the actors. The verse is all stanzaic, some of it 

quite elaborately patterned, and the alliteration can make the actor afraid of losing truth in the maze 

of verbal devices.”  During the preliminary rehearsals the Brownes – both Martin and Henzie, 232

who acted as associate director – were forced to  

spend sixty per cent of [their] time convincing the actor that the author 

knows what he’s doing: that the alliterations and assonances… are the 

instruments by which the actor can catch the attention and push home the 

point.  233

The Brownes’ careful coaching must have paid off, for, despite the grumbles about the Yorkshire 

text being delivered in southern accents, there were no complaints regarding audibility.  234

 The final result of Purvis’ pruning was “essentially a Passion Play with a Prologue and 

Epilogue.”  None of the original pageants survived in its entirety; several were combined and 235

“many, such as the Massacre of the Innocents, the Purification of Mary, Jesus and the Doctors, the 

Transfiguration, and Jesus before Herod, were omitted altogether.”  From the Ascension the text 236

jumped straight to the Last Judgement, cutting the Marian pageants which were objected to by the 

cycle’s sixteenth-century Protestant critics and undoubtedly their twentieth-century ones too. The 

resulting drama was described in the Festival programme as “The ancient York Plays of the 
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Creation and Redemption of Man and the Life of Christ.”  Elliott sees Purvis’ cutting of the text 237

as  

fulfill[ing] two purposes, one aesthetic and the other doctrinal. It reduced 

the sprawling, episodic cycle to something like classical unity with a central 

figure on stage at nearly all times. And it purged the cycle of some of its 

more controversial legendary and apocryphal accretions, especially the 

Mariolatrous matter.   238

Even Archbishop Garbett could not fault the finished script: “The text of the plays was thoroughly 

scriptural,” he pronounced after opening night; then, proving that even Archbishops are not above 

civic and national pride, was unable to resist adding, “and far more impressive than that used at 

Oberammergau.”   239

 Browne’s own deep faith pervaded every aspect of the production. The Archbishop of York, 

who had been foremost among those opposed to the performance of the plays, changed his mind 

after seeing them and wrote to Browne proclaiming, “The success of this production has been due 

not only to your technical skill and ability, but also to your own faith and the reverence which 

naturally comes from it.”  Elliott suggests that the religious aspects of the production were 240

introduced by Browne in deference to the ecclesiastical authorities, but Browne seems genuinely to 

have been driven by this faith rather than merely responding to it. He specified that “only persons 

who sincerely believed in Christian doctrine”  should audition, and demanded that the actors 241

playing God (Noel Shepherd) and Christ (Joseph O’Conor) do so under strict anonymity, 

explaining, “This was to allay the fear that the appearance of the deity in visual form would be a 

blasphemy.”  Nevertheless Browne was, in his own words, “delight[ed],”  when the Daily 242 243

Express somehow discovered the identity of Joseph O’Conor, “publish[ing] his name as a first-night 
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‘scoop.’”  This suggests that the condition of anonymity was not really Browne’s; more likely it 244

came from one of the church authorities, who, even while giving their grudging permission for the 

production, seem to have fretted endlessly about its propriety. Still, Browne’s sincerity seems 

undoubted when Elliott quotes him as explaining, “We do not want people to get away from the 

fact, so vitally important to the original writers, that these two divine beings are fundamentally 

different from the other people in the play.”  Browne’s introduction to Purvis’ script, published to 245

coincide with the play performance, concludes with, “Written for amateurs to act, these plays are 

not sophisticated and do not demand subtle acting. Sometimes they are formal, at other times 

extremely realistic, but always they ask for a fine sense of rhythm in the speaking, strength in 

movement, and above all a direct and simple sincerity born of faith.”  246

 Browne embarked on recruiting actors for the production with a clear idea in mind. Apart 

from the proviso of Christian faith – although which particular faith (Anglican? Catholic? Non-

denominational?) was never specified – he wanted (or said he did) the plays to come from, and be 

performed for, York and the York community: 

From the beginning I said, ‘These are York’s own plays and I invite 

everyone in York and its district to audition for them.’ I had some eighty 

speaking parts to fill and a crowd to find as well. Several long days 

produced some promising and a few surprising results…. Most of the two to 

three hundred people I saw had only their willingness to offer; and I had the 

usual problems of conflicting commitments, the usual proportion who fell 

by the wayside. But the message began to take shape that here was 

something which it might be exciting to take part in.  247

However, when it actually came down to the casting, Browne apparently decided that despite the 

plays being “[w]ritten for amateurs to act”  and asking mainly “a direct and simple sincerity,”  248 249
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the majority of the York amateur actors were not up to the job. Most of them were relegated to 

crowd members or minor speaking parts. The notable exception was the York schoolgirl Mary Ure, 

who played the Virgin Mary, a choice that was apparently not an unqualified success; according to 

Henzie Browne, “Grief she could feign, innocence was beyond her.”  But for the most part the 250

main speaking roles went to, in his own words, Browne’s “old and trusted friends.”  Browne’s 251

trust in, and reliance on, this tight circle was perhaps the only way to pull together the huge task he 

had taken on; what the York community at large thought of it is unrecorded, but in dismissing most 

of the hopeful actors he auditioned as having “only their willingness to offer”  Browne seems 252

uncharacteristically tactless. 

 Although Browne does not admit it in his account of the 1951 York Festival, there may have 

been some friction between his (quite genuine) desire to involve the York community in the plays 

and his (quite understandable) reliance on his wife and close circle of theatrical colleagues. To a 

greater or lesser degree York locals must have regarded Browne – a southerner born in Wiltshire 

and educated first at Eton, then at Oxford – as an outsider, perhaps even an interloper, although on 

this issue too Browne is silent. Before York could be involved in the play production, the city had to 

accept it – and accept Browne’s direction, oversight, criticism and decision-making as well. It was 

perhaps an awareness of this that was behind Browne’s insistence that “[a]ll the work”  for the 253

production – staging, carpentry and costuming – “was to be done in York.”  Even so, tensions 254

arose. Chief among these seems to have been the role of Browne’s wife Henzie; an accomplished 

actor in her own right, she was the production’s associate director and also played Mary Magdalene. 

She and Browne had for years worked as “a husband-and-wife team”  and by all accounts made 255

an effective duo. But “the notion of a director’s wife in the cast”  did ruffle feathers, as did 256

Henzie’s position as associate director, which included responsibility for all the Mary scenes. She 

also had   

  

 Henzie Browne, quoted in Elliott, Playing God, 80.250

 Browne, Two in One, 187.251

 Ibid.252

 Ibid.253

 Ibid.254

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 79.255

 Ibid.256

.48



 

‘the bulk of the work of training the amateur actors individually,’ including 

the early weeks of rehearsals when Browne could not be present, and was to 

‘assume authority over the cast’ and liaise with the artistic director on ‘all 

matters pertaining to the production’ during any of her husband’s 

absences.  257

Rogerson wryly notes that “[t]his arrangement was not, apparently, entirely harmonious.”  258

Nevertheless the 1951 Festival performance seems to have been managed without any major issues. 

But cracks appeared with the revived productions of 1954 and 1957; trouble came in the form of a 

personality clash between the Brownes and Hans Hess, who, having assisted Keith Thompson in 

1951, was appointed artistic director in 1954 and 1957. After the 1954 performance Hess, who 

seems to have been a difficult person to work with (Browne freely admitted “I had many quarrels 

with him,” ) sniffily “commented that the performance of the mysteries ‘suffered from a good 259

deal of sentimentality mainly in the roles of the Marys,’ a pointed criticism of Henzie’s work.”  260

How much of the tension arose due to incompatible personalities, the fact of Henzie being 

Browne’s wife, or the simple fact that she was a woman presuming to direct at a time when this was 

still fairly unusual, is now difficult to judge. Probably it was a combination of all three. In any case, 

the result was that Henzie was completely shut out of the 1957 production. However, the Brownes 

ultimately had the last word; when Martin Browne was re-engaged as director for the 1966 

production, he swiftly cast Henzie as Mary the Mother. Despite “the surprise and annoyance of 

Hess and the board… the casting was allowed to stand.”  261

 Costumes and props for the 1951 Festival production were “made by a large team from the 

amateur societies’ wardrobes,”  albeit under the keen eye of Norah Lambourne, a British Drama 262

League friend and colleague of Browne. According to Browne, he and Lambourne “agreed on the 

use of medieval costume,”  writing, “The authors see the story as one of real life, that is, the life 263
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they are living, so their characters must wear clothes contemporary with the script.”  That the 264

script used was not the original medieval one, but a transcription into modern English prepared for a 

modern audience, Browne ignored – although this being the case, and following Browne’s argument 

to its logical conclusion, the costumes should have been contemporary 1950s.  As it was, “the 265

year 1400… was taken as a rough guide”  for costuming and properties. 266

 With the Archbishop’s stipulation that the plays had to be performed on sacred rather than 

secular ground, as a religious rather than theatrical undertaking, performing the plays in their 

original context – on pageant waggons wheeled through the city streets, stopping at pre-arranged 

stations for each guild to perform their play before moving on to the next – was impossible. In any 

case,  

Browne refused to give any serious consideration to wagons, declaring that 

they could not be countenanced because of the potential disruption to traffic. 

But he was not just anxious about traffic; he wanted to reach a large 

audience and believed that he could not achieve this using the ‘intimate and 

leisurely method’ of street performance.  267

Using York Minster, apparently an obvious choice – particularly as the Chester and Coventry 

revivals were both staged in their respective cities’ cathedrals – does not seem to have been 

seriously considered. (Rogerson writes that the Minster was in use for other events and that the 

Archbishops would not have allowed it anyway;  it would be 2000 before a production of the 268

plays made its way inside the cathedral.) It was decided instead to stage the plays in the ruins of St 

Mary’s Abbey, which stand in what is now the Museum Gardens, near the city centre. This former 

Benedictine Abbey dates back to around the Norman Conquest, although the surviving ruins are 

from the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries; the abbey was closed in 1539 under the dissolution of 

the monasteries. The ruins, especially the north wall of the abbey church’s nave, remain a striking 

and readily identifiable feature of modern-day York’s cityscape. From Browne’s perspective, “This 
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medieval wall has its own power to stir the imagination, and to produce the Mystery Plays before it 

would be to add like to like.”  269

 Here Browne and the production team – led by Lambourne, who was to work with Browne 

on all three productions of the York plays throughout the 1950s – designed the “fixed-place/

multiple-setting stage,”  which was based on Hubert Cailleau’s drawing of the 1547 Valenciennes 270

Passion Play.  This shows a series of small individual stages, or ‘mansions,’ allowing 271

simultaneous multiple stagings while also providing focal points for important scenes within the 

main narrative. The stage was very large – ninety feet wide – incorporating the existing ruins to 

form ‘heaven’ (represented by the upper windows of the original wall) and ‘mansions’ (the bays 

beneath the windows) for focal scenes such as the Nativity and Pilate’s Judgement. Hell was 

represented at stage left and at stage right was “a higher level, reached by broad steps from the 

[stage floor], and connected by more steps to ‘heaven.’ This… serve[d] for Eden, for Gethsemane, 

for Calvary, and beneath it would be Christ’s sepulchre.”  The stage floor was simply the grass 272

(Browne rather poetically calls it the “greensward” ) that grows right up to the abbey ruins. 273

Scenery was kept fairly simple, consisting chiefly of the ruined Abbey walls. This seems to have 

worked better than in 1957, when it was 

felt that a change in the style of staging must be made; that it ought to stand 

out from the Abbey walls rather than blending in to them, and that instead of 

presenting particular points of focus like the ‘mansions’ it should have a 

neutral multi-level platea in the centre…. [Browne] did not like the look of 

it: … to put scenery against architecture, especially architecture weathered 

by centuries of exposure, makes one uncomfortably aware of the flimsiness 

of scenic materials. Only something as rugged as the old stone can 

compete.   274
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(Browne admits, however, that the scenery used in the 1957 production “did help the director,”  275

although, frustratingly, he does not elaborate on how or why.) The audience, which Browne wanted 

“gather[ed] round the playing space,”  was accommodated in two stands of raked seating, one 276

facing the stage, parallel with the wall of the nave; the other, at the eastern end of the nave, facing 

inwards to the stage at a forty-five degree angle. 

 Having designed such a large stage, Browne then had to fill it. The huge fixed-place 

Valenciennes stage could scarcely have been more different from how the York plays were 

performed during their medieval lifespan – on small pageant waggons wheeled through the city 

streets from station to station. Though the Valenciennes stage was technically ‘medieval,’ it was not 

at all an accurate representation of the York cycle’s ‘medieval’ (of which more below). As Rogerson 

notes, 

[h]aving committed himself to the Museum Gardens, Browne found that he 

needed a crowd to observe the spaciousness of the site, although he 

admitted that the medieval ‘authors could not have included one on their 

pageants.’ His Valenciennes-style stage had to be filled with the colour and 

turbulence of a medieval city, and the large numbers in his casts rendered 

the open-air set as cramped as the imagined wagon-stages of the original 

mysteries.  277

Though “anachronistic,”  the crowd scenes proved both effective and popular, despite Elliott’s 278

grumbles about the “crowd of extras who can only get in each other’s way.”  Rogerson sees in the 279

large stage and its equally large cast the influence of the Oberammergau Passion Play,  280

notwithstanding Browne’s professed “equivocal”  memories of the version he saw in 1930: 281
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Despite these sentiments, he is unlikely to have obliterated the experience 

completely, particularly when he brought crowd scenes, a much-admired 

feature of the German play, onto his mystery play stage in York.  282

The crowd scenes had to be added into the script by Purvis, which gave him the chance for some 

“original composition”  – though this was kept quiet for fear of drawing down the wrath of the 283

Censor’s Office. One of the most important scenes to write was Pilate’s handing over of Christ to be 

crucified, which is missing from the medieval manuscript. Here again Rogerson sees shades of 

Oberammergau: the crowds “shouted ‘Crucify!’ and repeated the blood curse of Matthew 27:25, 

‘His blood be upon us and on all our children.’”  These scenes also echo the Bach Passions, 284

themselves derived in part from Baroque links to early passion dramas.  285

 The rehearsal period, particularly the final phase on the outdoor stage, was one of hard work 

for all concerned. In true British fashion, it was also a cold and wet one. This seems to be a constant 

feature of the York plays, unyielding and unchanging down the decades. Ask people to recall their 

impressions of seeing the plays and the weather is almost invariably mentioned; sometimes it is 

almost the only thing they can remember. On the apparently rare occasions when the weather did 

co-operate, this is considered especially noteworthy, pleasantly though almost unbelievably 

surprising. In the final run-up to opening night, Martin and Henzie Browne, “[w]orking far into the 

night, always cold, usually damp, sometimes wet”  nevertheless “found the weight of exhaustion 286

lifted… by the fresh air, and by the increasing hope that something magnificent was being born.”  287

The production actually opened on “a blessedly beautiful evening,”  which, alas, did not last. 288

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 47.282

 Ibid., 48.283

 Ibid. Rogerson further comments that Browne “may also have been partly inspired by the convention of the Chorus 284

favoured by modern religious dramatists such as T.S. Eliot (Murder in the Cathedral, 1935) and Dorothy L. Sayers (The 
Just Vengeance, 1946). Sayers’s play is particularly relevant since her dramatization of the last moments of the life of an 
airman contains an embedded mystery play in which the Chorus shouts ‘Crucify him!’ and utters the blood 
curse” (ibid.).

 1950 marked the bicentenary of Bach’s death, so the preparations for the York plays took place amid a renewed 285

awareness of his work and music.
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Browne admits that most of his “anxious moments”  during the run “were caused by the 289

weather:”  290

Apart from the cold, against which audiences learned to come equipped 

with thermos flasks, rugs and overcoats, there was the rain, which had a way 

of circling in ominous clouds around York until it finally descended after 

sundown. The audiences were extraordinarily hardy and would sit through 

anything the actors could play through. But there were limits, set by the 

stage getting dangerously slippery and the drumming of the rain upon it 

drowning the actors’ voices. To stop a show of this complexity in mid-career 

takes quite a lot of organising. I settled certain points at which it could be 

broken off – at the final exit of Adam and Eve, at the flight into Egypt, at the 

entry into Jerusalem…  at the burial or at the Ascension…. Warnings for 291

these had to be given ten minutes, and the ‘stop’ signal five minutes, in 

advance. To give them, and thus disperse hundreds of disappointed 

spectators, was my responsibility.  292

 The fickle Yorkshire weather was not the only problem Browne had to contend with that 

summer. Issues of censorship and concerns around the staging of the cycle, though smoothed over 

in the initial pre-production period, had never entirely gone away. Preparations for the 

performances, “involving so much construction-work on a central site, and hundreds of York 

citizens, naturally aroused great curiosity. They also sharpened the misgivings of some in 

authority.”   The Dean of York Minster, Eric Milner White, “had always been a keen supporter”  293 294

of the plays; but, as we have already seen, Archbishop Garbett was less than convinced. He objected 

particularly to the “physical brutality”  of the Passion scenes. A meeting between Browne and the 295
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performance on a pageant waggon, Browne – with an ironic eye to the unreliable weather and the chaos it could cause – 
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Archbishop, during which the former outlined how he would stage the Passion, left the Archbishop 

still not entirely convinced but at least “sufficiently satisfied not to object.”   296

 The Censor’s Office was also a potential headache, not only for Browne personally but also 

for Keith Thompson and the entire Arts Council. As we have seen, any play written before 1737 

was technically exempt from licensing. As far as the York plays were concerned, this should have 

got round the “censor’s stated policy… that no play in which God or Jesus made a visual 

appearance could be licensed.”  But Browne “knew very well that any competent lawyer could 297

show Purvis’ text not to be wholly medieval.”  Worried, he asked the Lord Chamberlain for 298

advice. The Lord Chamberlain – who also happened to be the Earl of Scarborough, Lord Lieutenant 

of Yorkshire, President of the York Festival and possessed of a sympathetic ear – assured Browne 

that the plays did not need a licence and that “[t]he only circumstance in which the date of the 

version used could be questioned was a breach of the peace.”  He then referred Browne on to the 299

Chief Constable, who “settled the question with a smile: ‘The peace will not be breached.’”  With 300

this finally sorted, all was set fair for the opening of the York Festival, which took place on Sunday 

3rd June (the Festival then ran for two weeks, until the 17th). Even the weather, for once, co-

operated. This was one less worry for Browne, who on opening night nevertheless found himself – 

along with the entire cast and crew – “in the grip of uncertainty.”  They recognised, as did the 301

critic from The Times who reviewed the opening performance, that “[t]here was no telling 

beforehand what would be the effect on an audience of to-day of this cycle of medieval devotional 

plays that set out to rehearse the whole ecclesiastical history of the world.”  302

 The “effect” was instantaneous. It also seems to have caught everybody involved with the 

production off-guard. To their surprise, but also to their gratification, “[w]hat Martin Browne had 

predicted beforehand would be only a ‘very local and devotional performance’ had become an 

overnight sensation.”  Laudatory reviews poured in. Letters to Browne, praising the production 303

and his direction of it, abounded. By the end of the first week the run was sold out, leading to a 
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“scalper’s market”  in London, with “tickets priced at ten shillings and sixpence… being touted 304

for £6 apiece.”  Even at these astonishingly exorbitant prices, the demand for tickets was such that 305

“hundreds [were] turned away.”  Those who were lucky enough to see the performance waxed 306

lyrical. The Times reviewer praised the plays’ “full imaginative splendour,”  describing them as 307

“freshly direct in their language and approach, … astonishingly sure-footed in their drama.”  The 308

News Chronicle insisted that “[t]he revival of the York cycle is without question one of the most 

exciting experiences which the Festival of Britain has yet had to offer in the way of live 

performance.”  The Sphere decided that “contrary to some expectations, these Mystery Plays have 309

tremendous power to move a modern audience.”  Punch found the “experience one can never 310

possibly forget… What might have been no more than an interesting pageant turned out to be 

utterly gripping, in places almost intolerably dramatic.”  Herbert Read, despite several gripes and 311

grumbles,  summed up the plays as “poetry of the highest order – plain, perspicuous and 312

powerful.”  313

 The Archbishops of Canterbury and York, whose objections had been such a thorn in 

Browne’s side for much of the pre-performance period, went to see the plays together. The 

Archbishop of York found his “doubts about the production of the play”  entirely “removed,”   314 315

and was inspired to write to Browne: 

I am writing to say how very much impressed I was with [the performance]. 

It was produced with great beauty and reverence. The acting throughout was 

fine, and the elocution very clear. The whole production was quite first rate, 

 Ibid.304

 Browne, Two in One, 194.305

 Ibid., 195.306

 Quoted in Browne, Two in One, 192.307

 Quoted in ibid., 193.308

 Quoted in ibid., 194.309

 Quoted in ibid.310

 Quoted in Elliott, Playing God, 81.311

 Chief among these was the proliferation of Oxbridge accents spoken by the cast.312

 Quoted in Browne, Two in One, 199.313

 Quoted in ibid., 194.314

 Quoted in ibid.315

.56



 

and I admired it both for its religious teaching and for its dramatic skill. The 

setting was beautiful. Nothing I think could have been more fitting than the 

opening scenes in twilight with the birds singing and the closing scenes in 

the darkness…. I want to thank you most warmly for all that you have 

done.  316

Effusing in written format was almost the only way audiences could express their reactions to the 

performances. Obeying the stipulation that the production be staged as a religious event rather than 

a theatrical one, the programme contained the stark directive, “In view of the nature of the subject 

of the Plays, it is expected that the audience will not wish to applaud.”  The Archbishop of York, 317

in his letter to Browne, was “very much impressed by the silence and reverence of the audience.”  318

How the actors coped with this lack of response is unrecorded, but playing to a silent audience must 

have been both difficult and unnerving.  

 The Times reviewer concluded his notice by stating with apparent finality, “Perhaps we 

cannot see these plays… as their own people saw them, since they saw with the eye of 

unconsidering faith. But Mr Martin Browne has left no other reason why we should not.”  319

Actually, however, the spirit of faith in which the production was undertaken – even if it was not 

“unconsidering”  but arguably quite the opposite, over-thought and over-considered – was 320

probably the most authentically ‘medieval’ aspect of the revival. Faith aside, Mr Martin Browne 

had in fact left many reasons why the audiences could not see the plays as their “own people saw 

them.” Martial Rose, Bretton Hall’s head of English and Drama, realised this and was “disturbed by 

the lack of authenticity in the fixed-place condensed cycle,”  feeling that the production was “far 321
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from the medieval spirit in which the original performances must have been imbued.”  The 322

original audiences of the York plays would not have recognised the production at St Mary’s Abbey, 

except, perhaps, for the costuming (and probably the weather). In every other way – staging, text, 

audience, the religious and legal controversy around whether the plays should even be staged at all 

– the production was totally atypical of how the plays would have been staged, performed and 

received during their medieval lifespan. 

 This is not to dismiss or devalue Browne’s revival. It was of its time and the direction in 

which he steered it a necessary one if the plays were to be rehabilitated and take their place again on 

the local and national stage. Even so, it was a weighty gamble. Critical reviews, while praising the 

(as we have seen, largely inaccurate) medieval aspects of the production, often reveal an 

unconscious but deep-seated unease with the medieval, as in this passage from the Times review: 

The preliminaries to the Passion… are presented in the text with a dramatic 

realism that is sometimes breathtaking and has sometimes had, it appears, to 

be modified out of consideration for the sensibilities of a modern audience. 

Even so enough remains to explain the powerful emotional effect such plays 

are known to have had on the men and women for whom they were written. 

There is blood-lust… in the crowd crying ‘Crucify Him’  and in the 323

tremendous sudden jeer that greets that sight of Jesus on the cross; and even 

the scene of the High Priest’s soldiers giving Jesus what we should now call 

a ‘rough house’ tells us how used the Middle Ages themselves were to 

violence. The plays, of course, have a great deal more than brutal 

realism…  324

 Ibid. Rose refers here to the 1954 restaging, but as this was essentially a repeat of the Festival of Britain production, 322

the comment still holds. Rose was one of the first to grapple with the ‘authenticity problem’ – the fact that it is simply 
impossible to recreate in modern conditions the performative experience of the Middle Ages. This raises the question, 
should it even be attempted? What are the benefits and the drawbacks of trying to do so? The problems of authenticity 
in the performance of the play cycle will be picked up again in later chapters of this thesis.

 This, of course, is not in the original medieval text, but was added by Purvis after the Oberammergau tradition. See 323

above.
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But it is the “brutal realism” which sticks in the mind of the reviewer and characterises his whole 

interpretation of the plays.  Responses to Browne’s production are shot through with the tension 325

arising from the prevailing culture’s perception of the gulf between medieval past and post-war 

present.  This tension is never reconciled, and the gulf is seen as unbridgeable. An age which 326

viewed the medieval as brutal, barbaric and violent, and which still largely held to Robert 

Huntington Fletcher’s 1916 dismissive description of medieval Mass attendees – “congregations of 

persons for the most part grossly ignorant, of unquestioning though very superficial faith, and of 

emotions easily aroused to fever heat”  – was exceedingly unwilling to align itself and its modern, 327

enlightened sensibilities with those of medieval audiences. 

 The production closed after two sold-out weeks, “an undoubted success.”  Browne’s 328

gamble had paid off, and the mystery plays were firmly back in business: 

During the two weeks of the plays’ run, 26,486 people bought tickets to see 

the fifteen performances… The plays made a profit of £2400, and were the 

only event in the Festival to finish in the black (the Festival as a whole lost 

£10,000). More important, York had found an identity, one which marked it 

as different from every other city in England and one which was profitable 

at the same time.  329

Not everybody approved, of course. Dorothy Sayers, who is today remembered more for her Peter 

Wimsey detective stories than her own work with religious drama,  enjoyed Lambourne’s 330

costuming and design but was scathing of Browne’s direction and especially of the Harrowing of 

 The Times reviewer makes one interesting comment on Browne’s use of humour in the staging of the plays, writing, 325

“There is humour, though in this version less than might have been expected” (quoted in Browne, Two in One, 192, my 
emphasis). However, since much of the humour of the original medieval text is either crude or very black – as in the 
Crucifixion scene, where four clumsy soldiers struggle to fit Christ onto the cross – Browne presumably felt (probably 
with good reason) that he could not risk incorporating it in full.

 The late nineteenth-century romanticised nostalgia for the medieval, probably most famously realised in the pre-326

Raphaelite movement, seems largely to have dissipated by the early twentieth-century, as indicated by Huntington 
Fletcher’s claim footnoted below. By the 1950s – in the wake of two world wars and the shadow of the Cold War – a 
general atmosphere of doubt, suspicion and uncertainty regarding the Middle Ages prevailed, as illustrated throughout 
this chapter and the preceding one.
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Hell, “singl[ing] it out as ‘bad religious drama’ both doctrinally and theatrically.”  Tony Harrison 331

was another Yorkshireman grumbling that the delivery of the northern text was mangled by 

southern accents.  Some scholars of medieval theatre, including Arnold Williams and Glynne 332

Wickham, welcomed the production, along with those at Chester and Coventry: 

[Wickham] claimed that the… revivals in York and Chester shook the 

‘basically Victorian attitudes’ towards medieval theatre that saw it as ‘at best 

some primitive, gothic prologue to Shakespearean drama.’ Audiences… 

could well challenge scholars and ask why they ‘should never have been 

told what they might expect of these mediaeval [sic] plays, or why it was 

that they had been so seriously misled by historians and critics.’ The 1951 

experience… ‘aroused suspicions of a possible misjudgement between 

literary and dramatic values,’ and thus… threw down the gauntlet to those 

academics who still claimed that ‘drama is literature or nothing.’  333

Other scholars did not approve. Picking up the gauntlet, Hardin Craig saw Browne’s production as 

“poor exchange for the simple piety of medieval people.”  Arguing that the circumstances of 334

medieval performance are irretrievably lost, he suggested that “[a]cting may present certain pleasant 

pictures through the senses, but the method of scholarship, which proceeds by way of reading, study 

and reflection, is possibly the better hope.”  335

 This curiously illogical view – that medieval drama can be better understood in reading than 

in performance – seems to have been not uncommon in academic circles. On it Rogerson 

comments: 

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 74. Rogerson suggests that Sayers may have been biased against Browne’s 331

handling of this pageant – she “complained… that… Browne had failed to distinguish between ‘the entry of the 
disembodied soul into Limbo, and the raising of the whole Humanity, body and soul, at the Resurrection’” (ibid.) – 
because “she had herself taken meticulous care in this regard in her play for the Lichfield Festival of 1946, The Just 
Vengeance” (ibid.).
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Cultural historian David Lowenthal’s remarks are instructive when we seek 

to reconcile the purist approach of some literary scholars with the audience 

applause  for mystery plays. ‘History’ and ‘heritage’ are closely related 336

activities, he claims, and their exponents might well see themselves as 

rivals, ‘competing for the same terrain,’ yet in this competition, ‘heritage 

often comes out ahead.’ Similarly, the revival mysteries reached a public… 

that was far beyond anything that scholars of the time could dream of 

reaching – they were certainly coming out ‘ahead.’  337

At the close of the run the ever-cautious Archbishop of York, while praising the plays as “the most 

remarkable feature of the Festival,”  made what Elliott calls “a curious statement,”  suggesting 338 339

that “they not be revived again until after a considerable interval – at least five years.”  But as 340

Elliott remarks, “[f]igures… spoke louder than words,”  whether the words belonged to 341

archbishops or academics. Herbert Read insisted that “the whole cycle should be a common 

possession, and the York performance an annual event.”  An “elated Festival Committee 342

announced plans for a repeat performance in the following year.”  Actually it would be 1954 343

before the plays were restaged, but in the meantime Martin Browne was appointed CBE, in 1952, 

with the citation specifying his work for the British Drama League and on the York Mystery Plays. 

 With the Festival of Britain over, the Arts Council funding which had made possible the 

1951 production was no longer available. This meant that for any future productions York City 

Council had to be persuaded “to take the major financial responsibility.”  This initially proved a 344

challenge: “The first vote… went against it, since the shopkeepers reported that their sales had not 

noticeably increased during the Festival.”  But they changed their minds when “reports and 345

 Throughout the 1950s this applause was metaphorical rather than literal, as programmes continued to carry the 336

request for abstaining from applause through to the early 1960s.
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accounts from the Castle Museum, the Minster and other such sources suggested that York had 

begun to appear ‘on the map’ for visitors.”  Originally it was planned to restage the plays by 1953, 346

but the Coronation that year pushed the date out to 1954. This second production was essentially a 

bigger and better re-run of 1951; many of the original cast members returned, including both Joseph 

O’Conor as Christ and John van Essen as Satan. The plays proved just as popular this second time 

round: 

Once again the critics were enthralled. A chance to see the plays for a 

second time only confirmed their original judgement and sharpened their 

sense of the irony of history. ‘It is strange,’ wrote The Times, ‘to think that 

these plays, which make so immediate and so deep an impression on a 

modern audience, should 400 years ago have been discarded as obsolete. In 

its desire for change, in its response to the ambiguous voice of progress, 

what a treasure the sixteenth century threw away. As the plays go their 

vigorous way, at the feet of God Almighty as he sits enthroned among his 

angels high up within the frame of a great broken window, we may feel that 

the wheel has at last come full circle.’  347

British theatre critics and the British public had finally woken up to the fact that medieval drama 

had much to offer modern audiences; that it was neither simple nor crude but rich, complex and 

adaptable.  

 Despite the success of this second production, Hess felt that if the plays were to continue 

their development and evolution, simply repeating Browne’s original ‘formula’ (as Rogerson calls 

it) year on year would not do. A new innovation trialled for the 1954 production, and subsequently 

retained until 1988, was having one pageant (the first was The Flood, followed in 1957 by The 

Exodus) staged on a waggon prior to the main performance in the Museum Gardens. The waggon 

travelled from the Minster down Petergate to King’s Square, stopping for performance at two 

stations (the Minster and St Sampson’s Square ). Its first outing was Thursday 17th June, five 348

days after the opening of the Museum Gardens performance, which “meant that the first modern re-

 Ibid.346

 Elliott, Playing God, 83, quoting The Times, June 14, 1954, 5.347

 See Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 165. The performance at St Sampson’s Square could not be held on 348

Thursdays because of the weekly market taking place there. From 1957 the waggon play was staged by a local school.
.62



 

enactment of medieval stage practice in York coincided with the date of Corpus Christi, thus 

honouring the ancient tradition.”  349

 Of this experiment Browne wrote: “We may not have rivalled the elaboration in which the 

Guilds competed with each other. But we gave audiences, standing round the ark, an idea of what 

the pageants looked like… and of the vivacity that can be engendered in their confined space.”  It 350

would be 1975 before a major waggon production of the York plays took place (led by Jane 

Oakshott in Leeds) and 1988 before the waggons rolled home into York in Meg Twycross’ four-

waggon production. In 1954 the waggon performance was regarded as merely 

a successful experiment, deficient because it did not allow the audience to 

‘enjoy the Mystery Plays as a whole’ or the ‘actors to display their full 

talents;’ its only virtue was that it was ‘a means of restoring to our 

knowledge the quality of the original popular show.’  351

Not all quarters viewed it as an entirely “successful experiment,” with several critics lamenting that 

the waggon performance lacked the “dramatic power and truth”  of the fixed-place production. As 352

a practical concern, it also caused chaos on the York streets: on the evening of the first performance 

“the police had omitted to reroute traffic, with unfortunate results after closing time at the local 

factories, when workers on their bicycles and motor-bikes almost literally collided with the wagon 

and its entourage.”  Both these concerns are still regularly raised today regarding waggon stagings 353

of the plays. 

 Although, as we have seen, Hess and the Brownes did not always see eye to eye, in 1981 

Martin Browne wrote that “[t]he quality and vitality of the York Festival, and of successive 

productions which kept the Mystery Plays fully alive, are very largely due to [Hess].”  This was 354

generous, given that after the 1957 production Hess denounced Browne’s “repetition of previous 

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 163.349

 Browne, Two in One, 197-8.350

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 162; she is quoting Browne, “Medieval Plays in Modern Production,” in 351

Religious Drama 2: Mystery and Morality Plays, edited by E. Martin Browne (New York: Meridian, 1958), 309.

 Ibid., 164.352

 Ibid.353

 Browne, Two in One, 195.354
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years,”  criticised the “third rate acting”  and proclaimed that “[t]heoretically speaking, the 355 356

Mystery Plays have reached a dead end, the third ‘Martin Browne’ production should be the last.”  357

Despite this, Browne was brought back to direct one more production, in 1966, “after two 

experiments with other directors”  (David Giles in 1961 and William Gaskell in 1963). This 1966 358

production was his last. Sixteen years after the triumphant Festival of Britain revival, both Browne 

and the York plays were ready to move on. It was Browne, however, who had set them moving, and 

the last words of this chapter belong to him. Looking back on the Festival of Britain production, he 

wrote: 

‘an experience’ it was, not only for The Times reviewer or the many 

thousands in its audiences but still more for the players and helpers who 

were involved night after night. I can think of no more transcendent 

moments than those I spent in that garden.  359

 Quoted in Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 80.355

 Ibid.356

 Ibid., 80-1.357

 Ibid., 81.358

 Browne, Two in One, 196.359
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Chapter 3: Beyond Martin Browne 

 Since 1951 there have been dozens of productions, in a variety of forms, of the York 

mystery plays – far too many to discuss in full within the scope of a single chapter, or even a thesis. 

However, in order to chart the history of the play cycle in the modern context, developments in 

post-medieval staging practices, and the cycle’s apparent ongoing adaptability to huge changes in 

culture, society and religious belief, this chapter will briefly examine a select few of these 

productions. Focussing chiefly on colonial productions in Ghana and New Zealand, the 1977 and 

1988 Toronto full-text productions, Meg Twycross’s waggon experiments in 1988 and 1992 and the 

2016 revival of the Millennium Production, the chapter traces shifts in the focus and staging of the 

cycle over the latter half of the twentieth century. This provides a solid base from which to consider 

the role of the plays in the twenty-first century, which is the focus of Chapter 4. Some of these 

productions have been documented in previous scholarship – see in particular Alexandra Johnston’s 

and Katie Normington’s accounts of the 1977 Toronto staging, and Margaret Rogerson’s account of 

the York waggon experiments.  However, they have been included here because of their status as 360

seminal productions, indispensable to any discussion of the cycle’s history in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. By going back to the archives and talking directly to some of the people involved 

in these productions, the material presented here is not merely re-treading familiar ground but has 

new perspectives to offer. The Ghana and New Zealand productions have, until now, never been 

documented in scholarship on the York cycle; awareness of them has been practically non-

existent.  Margaret Rogerson has discussed the York Minster Millennium Production of the 361

cycle,  but the 2016 revival, which differed in various important ways from its predecessor, has 362

not yet made it into the academic record; Rogerson’s Playing a Part in History stops at 2006 and, 

until now, there has been little sustained focus on the ongoing development of the York cycle since 

then. 

 Alexandra F. Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977;” Katie Normington, Modern Mysteries: Contemporary Productions 360

of Medieval English Cycle Dramas (Cambridge: Brewer, 2007), 41-9; Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 174-82. See  
Elliott, Playing God, Chapters 5 and 6, for wider discussion on medieval drama, not just the York cycle, performed 
between 1951 and 1980. Normington and Rogerson also document various other productions of the cycle which, while 
also important, are simply outside the available scope of this chapter. See also Mike Tyler’s “Revived, Remixed, Retold, 
Upgraded? The Heritage of the York Cycle of Mystery Plays,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 16, no. 4, 
322-36.

 I learned about these purely by chance, stumbling across references to them in papers held at the York City Archives. 361

Search for further references elsewhere, and attempts to track down people involved in either of these productions, have 
so far yielded little.

 See Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 156-60.362
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 The 1951 production garnered not only widespread national attention but international 

interest too. Suddenly, people across the globe wanted to perform the York mystery plays according 

to the same pattern. Before they could do this, though, they had to obtain permission to do so from 

Canon Purvis. The York City Archives hold his papers relating to the plays; these offer a fascinating 

glimpse into the largely undocumented immediate post-Festival history of the plays. Having 

retained the copyright of his script, every legitimate staging of the plays using this text had to go 

through him.  He seems to have guarded the copyright jealously, in 1964 feeling obliged to spell 363

out: 

[T]he copyright situation is in fact mine, but in years when the Plays are 

performed as part of the Festival of York my rights are subject to certain 

restrictions imposed by the Festival Board which produces the Plays. In 

other years my copyright is absolute, especially for places outside the 

British Isles.  364

Most of the papers are requests for permission to stage the plays according to his script, and his 

responses; these requests come from across Britain and all round the world. Purvis granted many, if 

not most, of these requests, but did not hesitate to refuse where he felt justified in so doing, usually 

where the applicant wanted to ‘adapt’ the script rather than perform it as he had written. He also did 

not hesitate to charge the royalties he was entitled to, although he did sometimes temper these as he 

saw fit according to the perceived means of the applicant. A Father R.S. Beattie and the York 

Players of New York City, however, had with chagrin to drop their plans (for a stage version of the 

plays followed by a film) after Purvis demanded a hefty fee of US$5000. 

Colonial Mystery Plays: Ghana, 1962, and New Zealand, 1965 

 Two productions that did get Purvis’ seal of approval were a 1962 Christmas performance 

organised in Accra by the Anglican Church of Ghana, and a 1965 outing at the Pan-Pacific Festival 

of Arts in Christchurch, New Zealand. This sudden upsurge in interest in British medieval drama 

 A production in Middle English, or a new modern English adaptation, would not, of course, have come under the 363

jurisdiction of Purvis’ copyright. But Purvis’ script was popular, and seems to have been preferred for staging – partly, 
no doubt, because the work of translating and approving it under the British censorship laws had already been dealt 
with.

 J.S. Purvis, draft letter to Bishop of Christchurch (Alwyn Warren), February 22, 1964, York City Archives PUR/364

6/1-23/5.
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across the former British Empire, just at the time these countries were starting to pull away from 

Britain to establish their own identity, independence and corresponding theatrical traditions, is 

curious to say the least. That people in these countries, so far removed from Britain and its medieval 

heritage, should want to perform English medieval drama seems counter-intuitive. While New 

Zealand intellectual and cultural life in the 1960s remained strongly Anglophilic, the Ghana 

production took place amid significant anti-British sentiment. Having gained independence in 1957, 

the President (Kwame Nkrumah, “the forerunner of the many colonial dissidents who had served 

their term in British prisons and were later elected President” ) was, “quite naturally, at first 365

making rather alarming anti-British noises.”  In what was hailed as an attempt to quell these and 366

keep the country part of the British Commonwealth, the Queen and Prince Philip went ahead with a 

scheduled eleven-day royal visit in 1961, undeterred by the unrest and bombings in Accra.  This 367

was apparently a success,  but in September 1962, three months before the production of the 368

plays, the Anglican Bishop of Accra, Reginald Roseveare, was expelled by Ghanaian officials for 

criticising the apparent ‘deification’ of Nkrumah by the Young Pioneers Movement.  The 369

Archbishop, Cecil Patterson, supported him and was also expelled. 

 Unfortunately very little trace of the Accra play production survives. There is no evidence 

that it was a response, whether direct or unconscious, to the expulsion of the bishops, but the 

production history of the plays throughout the 1950s and ‘60s is closely linked to the evangelising 

mission of the Anglican church. The initial Festival of Britain revival was, as we have seen, at least 

in part an attempt by the Anglican clerical hierarchy to draw people back to the fold. The Accra 

production was organised by Noel Welburn, who belonged to the Society of the Sacred Mission – 

its belief and purpose self-evident in its title. Almost certainly the production was intended as part 

of the Society’s stated purpose of giving glory to God by “calling out ‘a whole mass of enthusiasm 

and devotion of all kinds, wherever it might be found for all purposes.’”  370

 Geoffrey and Helen de Freitas, The Slighter Side of a Long Public Life (Portsmouth: Whittet Books, 1985), 117-8. 365

Given their background and history (Sir Geoffrey was the British High Commissioner in Accra), this source is blatantly 
biased. As such it should be treated with caution, but it is included here because it helps illustrate the colonialist 
atmosphere which produced the Ghana performance of the York plays.

 Ibid., 118. 366

 “Queen Dancing in Ghana: The Story Behind Her Iconic Visit to Save the Commonwealth,” The Times, March 26, 367

2018, accessed November 6, 2019, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/queen-dancing-in-ghana-the-story-behind-her-
iconic-visit-to-save-the-commonwealth-8cg98tbhb.  

 Geoffrey and Helen de Freitas devote scant space to the royal visit beyond noting that as a consequence “the anti-368

British noises receded” (The Slighter Side of a Long Public Life, 118).

 The Living Church, vol. 145, September 9, 1962, 8.369

 “About Us,” Society of the Sacred Mission, accessed January 8, 2019, sacredmission.org/about.370
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 Welburn wrote to Purvis saying that he had included the coronation of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary in the script, “chiefly to provide a happy ending and it provoked appreciative murmurs from 

the audience – the Queen Mother still has a very important part in traditional Ghanaian customs so 

it was something they really liked.”  Sitting less easily are the several black and white 371

photographs of the production that are included among Welburn’s letters. These were taken on the 

request of Lady Helen de Freitas, wife of the British High Commissioner in Accra – she wanted 

them for her Christmas cards that year. Before the performance she apparently said to Welburn that 

“she had a special interest in seeing angels with black faces.”  He blithely informed her that “they 372

ALL had black faces so she could have a wide choice.”  Such an attitude would, rightly, be 373

roundly and unhesitatingly condemned today. Lady de Freitas’ crassly insensitive actions form a 

seemingly small but acutely troubling moment in the history of the plays.  374

 Both the Accra and Christchurch productions had direct personal links back to York. Noel 

Welburn was actually from York, and so presumably had seen at least one of the productions there 

in the 1950s before moving to Ghana. The Christchurch production was the idea of John Kim, 

Christchurch-born but who had spent considerable time in England, training at the Northern Theatre 

School and the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art “before spending several years as an 

actor, stage director and producer in Repertory theatres in England.”  He also took part in the 375

1957 York production of the plays. In 1960 he returned to New Zealand to work with various local 

theatrical societies; by the time of the Pan-Pacific Festival he was Resident Director of the 

Canterbury Repertory Theatre. An apparently shadowy and elusive figure, even to those who knew 

him, Kim has proved frustratingly difficult to trace. He left no writings and is now almost forgotten 

 Noel Welburn, letter to J.S. Purvis, February 25, 1963, York City Archives PUR/6/1-23/5. Why Purvis did not object 371

to this amendment of his original script is not clear; presumably by the time he found out about Welburn’s modifications 
the performance had already taken place. The Queen Mother Welburn refers to is almost certainly the Queen Mother 
figure of traditional Ghanaian culture, not the British Queen Mother, Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon. These Ghanaian Queen 
Mothers, and the status they hold, are referred to in Geoffrey and Helen de Freitas’ autobiography, The Slighter Side of 
a Long Public Life, 127.

 Noel Welburn, letter to T.C. Benfield, February 12, 1963, York City Archives PUR/6/1-23/5. 372

 Ibid.373

 It should be noted that Helen de Freitas’ attitude was of her time, which helps to explain it while not excusing it. In 374

justice to her, it should also be noted that the Independent’s obituary after her death in 1998 described her as “an 
outstanding ambassadress for Great Britain in Accra, Nairobi and Strasbourg” (Leonard Miall, “Obituary: Helen de 
Freitas,” Independent, 17th December 1998 (accessed November 16, 2018), https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment/obituary-helen-de-freitas-1191854.html). Helen, who unlike her husband was not British gentry but an 
American from Chicago, seems to have had more than a passing interest in drama. She directed children’s plays at the 
Chicago World Fair and was en route for Russia to explore children’s theatre there when she met her future husband 
Geoffrey. Disappointingly, however, the Ghanaian production of the York plays is not referred to in their autobiography.

 John Kim, The York Cycle of Mystery Plays Programme to be Presented at the Christchurch Pan-Pacific Arts 375

Festival (Pan-Pacific Arts Festival, 1965), held by Canterbury Repertory Theatre Society, 1965, no page numbers.
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by New Zealand theatre historians, overshadowed by other more prominent figures such as Richard 

and Edith Campion and Ngaio Marsh.  Of his time in England, his involvement in the 1957 376

production of the York plays seems to have made the deepest impression on him;  in the 377

programme notes for the Christchurch plays he notes that he “found the experience a most moving 

and rewarding one and since that time has nursed a hope that New Zealand audiences might also 

have the privilege of coming into contact with this great work.”   378

 Why specifically he hoped this, or what he thought the plays had to offer an Antipodean 

audience twelve thousand miles from York, he does not explain. Including a performance of 

medieval English plays in a Pan-Pacific festival seems so incongruous as to be almost ludicrous. 

The stated purpose of the Festival was to “foster and promote good will and understanding of the 

peoples of the great Pacific Basin;”  how the plays were supposed to fit into this is, frankly, 379

difficult to make sense of. The Festival, a strange mix of “traditional arts festival fare with some 

more unusual acts”  (these latter included a vintage car display, an American jazz band, and 380

displays of Japanese pottery and floral art), was designed for “educated urban dwellers.”  Since 381

these were at the time overwhelmingly white and Anglophilic, the Festival effectively excluded 

Māori, Pacific Islanders, and most other “peoples of the great Pacific Basin.” Looking down the 

cast list for the plays, all the names (nearly two hundred of them) are, without exception, staunchly 

European. At the very bottom, presented as an interesting curiosity, is a notice reading 

A Unique Experience… 

You will not wish to miss seeing the especially presented Festival attraction 

O NEW ZEALAND 

where the Māori speaks 

 Richard (1923-2013) and Edith (1924-2007) Campion founded the New Zealand Players, one of the country’s 376

earliest professional theatre companies. The company was wound up in 1960 after only eight years but both Campions 
remained active in the New Zealand theatre scene, helping it gain a more secure footing, which included establishment 
of the National Youth Drama School. The well-known film-maker Jane Campion is their daughter. Ngaio Marsh 
(1895-1982), who like Kim hailed from Christchurch, is today best known for her detective fiction but was heavily 
involved with New Zealand theatre. She too was part of the New Zealand Players and directed (primarily but not only 
Shakespeare) at the University of Canterbury from 1942 to 1969.

 He played one of the soldiers arresting Christ in the Garden of Olives.377

 Kim, The York Cycle of Mystery Plays Programme, no page numbers.378

 “Arts Festivals Take Off, 1960s Onwards,” Te Ara: The Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, accessed January 8, 2019, 379

https://teara.govt.nz/en/arts-festivals/page-4.

 Ibid.380
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.69



 

Outspoken and neglected writings arranged by JOHN CASELBERG 

and presented by the 

KOHATU PLAYERS  382

The text of this “consist[ed] of early New Zealand verse and prose, including many letters 

exchanged between Māori and Pākehā  government officials at times when their views conflicted 

sharply”  and as such must have been similar to Caselberg’s The Voice of the Māori: A Culture-383

Conflict Anthology, published in 1969. Not unreasonably, one might assume this performance to 

speak far more than medieval English religious plays to a New Zealand audience. Yet it is presented 

only as an interesting appendage; the York plays are firmly the main focus, which says much about 

the ideology and mindset of majority 1960s New Zealand theatre audiences and society at large. 

 As in Ghana, the Anglican Church was closely involved; the production was strongly 

supported by the Bishop of Christchurch, Alwyn Warren, who wrote to Purvis to ask for permission 

to use the script (Purvis charged him one hundred guineas and graciously granted permission). The 

Festival as a whole was covered fairly extensively in the national press. The Weekly News ran 

several photographs, including two specifically of the mystery plays, touting the Festival as 

“mak[ing] Christchurch a dynamic centre of the arts in New Zealand, promot[ing] its name overseas 

in a tourist context, and giv[ing] countries of the Pacific an opportunity for valuable cultural 

exchange.”  How much genuine cultural exchange went on with regard to the plays is highly 384

doubtful as it was in one direction only – British drama imported into New Zealand and presented 

as ‘this is how it’s done.’ Although the production took place amid significant early attempts to 

establish identifiably New Zealand drama,  it made no attempt to engage with these. Even as New 385

Zealand was loosening ties with Britain, the Christchurch arts and theatre circles in which Kim 

moved cleaved strongly to the known heritage and safe traditions of the ‘mother country.’ Dick 

Johnstone, though he did not witness the Christchurch production, recalls that the plays were 

extremely popular with their audiences there. Partly, he remembered, this was because the 

Christchurch theatrical scene was “very possessive of their directors;”  they loved Kim and so 386

 Kim, The York Cycle of Mystery Plays Programme, no page numbers.382

 Photo News [New Zealand] no. 53 (April 3, 1965), 27.383

 Weekly News [Auckland, New Zealand], March 3, 1965, 27.384

 For an overview of these see Murray Edmond, “Puffing Like a Grampus: Literary Efforts at Drama 1946-1964,” 385

JNZL 36 no. 1 (2018): 140-75.

 Dick Johnstone, conversation with Eleanor Bloomfield, January 9, 2019.386
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loved the plays for his sake. But he also notes that as a city Christchurch “loved things historical”  387

– the known and the familiar. Named for Christ Church Oxford and the oldest established city in 

New Zealand, it deliberately crafted and presented itself as a quasi-English cathedral city: very 

British, very Anglican, very white. In this respect the York plays were, as Johnstone noted,  a 388

natural fit for both Kim, directing, and the Christchurch people who performed and watched them. 

It seems a pity, though, and a wasted opportunity, that they were simply imported wholesale from 

York. Given his background, training and the social, cultural and temporal environment in which he 

was operating, Kim was never likely to do for the York plays what Mark Dornford-May later did in 

South Africa for the Chester cycle.  But had he done so, the result could have been spectacularly 389

exciting.  

 Back in York, although Martin Browne had been effectively edged out after the 1957 

production by those who felt a need to keep the plays fresh, they actually continued in much the 

same pattern he had set. The three productions in the 1950s were mirrored by three in the 1960s, all 

performed in the Museum Gardens as they had been a decade earlier. Throughout the 1970s there 

were only two Museum Gardens productions, in 1973 and 1976, both listed by John Elliott as 

“same as 1969.”  However, in 1977  Tony Harrison wrote The Mysteries, based in part on the York 390

Cycle, which was performed to critical acclaim at the National Theatre and again in 1978 and ‘79. 

Despite this renewed outside interest in the plays, by the time 1980 came round and with it Patrick 

Garland’s production  there was a distinct sense in York that the plays belonged on a large fixed-391

place stage in the Museum Gardens; that they had always been performed there and always would 

 Ibid.387

 Ibid. He also pointed out that in the 1960s the York plays were “trendy.” It may seem odd now to think of English 388

medieval religious pageants ever being the height of fashion, but he is right. As this chapter shows, supported by the 
many archival letters to Canon Purvis, the Festival of Britain production did set a trend for performance of the York 
plays in British-influenced countries across the globe.

 First performed in 2001 as part of the Spier Festival, Dornford-May’s Yiimimangaliso – The Mysteries is based on 389

the Chester cycle, performed in English, Latin, Afrikaans, Xhosa, Zulu and Tswana by a multi-cultural African cast and 
incorporating traditional African elements of song, dance, performance and story-telling. Since its inaugural 
performance subsequent productions have toured numerous countries to high critical acclaim.

 Elliott, Playing God, 148.390

 With Christopher Timothy, then arguably at the height of his fame, playing Christ, this was a particularly lavish, 391

well-publicised and well-attended production.
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be.  Across the Atlantic in Canada, however, a 1977 production of the complete cycle had, quite 392

literally, set things moving. Over the next two or three decades, as other venues and staging 

methods were trialled,  the Museum Gardens would fall out of favour – at any rate with directors 393

and producers. As we shall see, many audiences were less enthusiastic about the departure from the 

gardens. 

Full-Cycle Stagings at the University of Toronto, 1977 and 1998 

 By the late 1970s the plays had begun to move out from under the shadow of the Anglican 

Church, to be replaced eventually by strong interest and input from academia, which eventually 

came to consider itself the guardian of the plays just as the church had previously done. In turn this 

now seems to have given way to a far greater emphasis on the place of the plays in the community, 

whether this is local, regional or national. But in the late 1970s and ’80s, as academic exploration of 

postcolonialism began to increase – running, as is so often the case, slightly behind social and 

political fact – there was also increasing interest in Britain’s medieval cultural heritage. This, of 

course, had always existed within Britain itself. But in Canada, the United States, Australia and 

New Zealand, as the desire for independence rose, so too did interest in continuity and the past. 

Consequently, in many English departments there was a sudden increase in scholars working and 

experimenting with medieval drama. One of these was Alexandra Johnston at the University of 

Toronto. 

 The 1977 Toronto production was an astonishing undertaking and a remarkable 

achievement; all who were involved, or who saw the production, were unanimous in this view. 

Rightly touted in the publicity material as a “unique event,”  it was the first production since the 394

Middle Ages to stage all forty-seven pageants known to have made up the York cycle. From the 

earliest stages of planning, individual groups were assigned responsibility for each pageant, in the 

manner of the medieval guild-driven performance system. It was never planned, however, to 

attempt the staging of all forty-seven on one day, as at the time was suggested by many to have 

been the case in medieval York. Instead the performance was split over two days, Saturday and 

 The Museum Gardens remained the venue for so long more perhaps for reasons of practicality and convenience than 392

from lack of staging imagination. John Scott recalls an idea, which he attributes to Hans Hess, for the audience to be 
seated in the gardens “facing the river, and the pageant wagons would be barges” (John Scott, interviewed by Delma 
Tomlin, March 12, 2002, National Centre for Early Music, recording reference INT/03). However, this idea failed to 
float (as he unconsciously punned) due to a lack of available coal barges.

 These included York’s first major indoor production, at the York Theatre Royal in 1992 (repeated 1996).393

 Publicity flyer for 1977 production, Poculi Ludique Societas archives [hereafter PLS archives], University of 394

Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.
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Sunday October 1st and 2nd. Pageants 1-33 played on the first day starting at 6am, and the 

remainder on Sunday afternoon (the later start time of 1pm was to allow the many participating 

church groups to hold their Sunday morning services). Although the performance was always the 

main focus, it was decided to hold it alongside what was described as a ‘medieval fair’ (consisting 

of various craft booths and ‘medieval’ entertainments such as morris dancing) “to help create the 

atmosphere of a holiday in the Middle Ages.”  395

 The driving force behind the production was Johnston, who initially set out to challenge 

Alan Nelson’s theory that the plays were performed not in procession but indoors.  She did this in 396

conjunction with the Records of Early English Drama (hereafter REED) project, founded at the 

University of Toronto and then just getting underway, and the Poculi Ludique Societas  (hereafter 397

PLS), a group established in 1965 at the university’s English department for the performance of 

medieval drama. Members of the PLS at this time included not only Johnston but David Klausner 

and David Parry, both of whom were to be influential in the direction and staging of the production 

as well as shouldering with Johnston a great deal of the donkey work (literally; the PLS archives 

include a receipt for $150 “for supplying & stabling a donkey for 2 days for York Cycle”  as well 398

as a photograph of said donkey tethered to a tree in the university grounds!). Many of those 

involved with the PLS were also working on REED and all worked and taught at the university, so 

the organising committee for the production was a close-knit, in-house affair. The tightness of the 

working relationship between Johnston, Klausner and Parry  is clearly evident both in the 399

production records and even now, more than forty years later, when talking with Johnston and 

Klausner and asking them to think back over the production. Its ultimate success – and the sheer 

feat of being able to pull off a project of such scale – can be traced in large part back to this. 

 Funding came from the university and a very large provincial grant (CAD$23,770) from the  

Ontario Ministry of Culture and Recreation. There was, as Johnston notes, a lot more money in 

 Ibid.395

 See Alan H. Nelson, “Principles of Processional Staging: The York Cycle,” Modern Philology 67 no. 4 (1970): 396

303-20 and The Medieval English Stage: Corpus Christi Pageants and Plays, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1974.

 Invariably referred to as PLS, according to Johnston the initials originally stood for Professor Leyerle’s Seminar, 397

with the Latin moniker adopted “on a drunken night” (Alexandra Johnston, interviewed by Eleanor Bloomfield, 
October 11, 2018). Trying to explain the Latin – it roughly translates as ‘the cup and game society’ to the Press is, she 
says, “impossible” (ibid.) The PLS’s well-maintained website (“The Cup and Game Society,” University of Toronto, 
http://groups.chass.utoronto.ca/plspls/front-page/) lists various other possibilities for the origin of the name.

 Receipt from I. Dan Matthews to PLS/REED, undated, PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval 398

Studies, uncatalogued.

 Johnston and Klausner remain close colleagues; David Parry died of a heart attack in 1995 aged only 53. The 1998 399

revival production was dedicated to his memory.
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those days.  However, although groups were subsidised for costumes to $5 for each speaking role, 400

many nevertheless bore substantial costs themselves, as is so often the case in amateur and semi-

professional theatre. Most of the groups came from university or college departments across 

Ontario and the northern US, with a sizeable minority formed by church parishes from the same 

area. The wide range of groups led, as was inevitable, to an equally wide range of approach, 

performance, staging, costuming, and overall standard. Remembers Johnston, “it was pretty 

amateurish, the performances, in some cases, but some of them were just spectacular.”  This 401

remains an issue for productions of the plays the world over, and one discussed in the run-up to the 

September 2018 York production, but it is difficult to resolve. Putting on the waggon plays, even 

only as part of the full cycle, is such a huge undertaking that the responsibility has to be split 

between separate subgroups. Whoever is in overall charge of the production must largely leave the 

directors of the individual pageants – who usually expect, or demand, autonomy anyway – to get on 

with it their own way. The plays are staged with a huge amount of work but also a huge amount of 

trust and various people giving what they have, usually for free. Most of the time it pays off, but 

there will always be a pageant or two that is of a noticeably lower standard than the rest.  402

However, the cycle seems able to withstand this, and remain overall stronger than its weakest link. 

Of the 1977 production Johnston picks out its communal and community spirit, noting, “because 

that was the first one we didn’t have as many coming from the States or from the UK to be part of 

it, so it was much more of a Toronto thing, and that’s why there were so many people who were in 

it… [who] wanted their kids to come back to do it in ’98.”    403

 It was decided to stage the plays at three stations around the King’s College Circle on the 

university’s front campus [Figures 3.1 and 3.2]. This proved to be far too big an open space, and the 

actors struggled both acoustically and to capture and hold the attention of audiences. Providing each 

group with a waggon of their own was impossible; the organising committee managed to scrounge 

nine, and a complicated roster was worked out to ensure that each group had both a waggon for 

their performance and time to practise with it beforehand. With several groups coming from the US 

and not arriving until the week before the production, the timetabling of this in the last few days 

before the performance was no mean feat.  

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.400

 Ibid.401

 This, however, must have been the case in the Middle Ages as well, although the city officials tried to install 402

safeguards against it in the form of auditions, vettings, and fines for substandard performances.

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.403
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Figure 3.1: University of Toronto St George campus map  404

(showing relative locations of both 1977 and 1998 performance sites) 

 Base map available online, “University of Toronto St George Campus Map,” Map of Toronto, accessed November 404

19, 2019, https://map-of-toronto.com/schools-maps/university-of-toronto-st-georges-campus-map; annotations added by 
Eleanor Bloomfield.
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Figure 3.2: 1977 performance stations, King’s College Circle, University of Toronto 
405

 Detail, “University of Toronto St George Campus Map,” annotations added by Eleanor Bloomfield.405

.76



 

 Most of the waggons were originally old Ontario hay wagons, purchased in various stages of 

disrepair and requiring considerable ingenuity to source. The more traditional wooden-wheeled 

waggons were even harder to find. Even then both kinds of waggons were becoming scarcer; now, 

as Johnston remarked, they almost no longer exist, and “I don’t think we could do it now.”  In 406

1977 the organising committee put advertisements in local papers: “Wanted – Old farm wagons, 

poor condition O.K., should have wooden wheels with rubber rims.”  In addition to this they 407

simply drove around the countryside and, spotting suitable waggons sitting in barnyards, managed 

to buy them “for not that much money.”  As long as the running gear was intact the rest could be 408

restored or replaced if in poor condition. The basic waggons may have been relatively cheap (they 

were bought for between CAD$50–400, most of them towards the lower end of this range) but they 

required much work to make them suitable vehicles for performance. This was done by Reed 

Needles, an Ontario wheelwright and carpenter, at substantially reduced cost.  The waggons were 409

pulled into and out of the performance space by hand (using varying numbers of people but about 

four seems to have been average) and once a waggon had finished performing it was re-dressed for 

the next pageant using it while the performance continued using the other waggons. 

 Alexandra Johnston was most excited about the Judgement Day waggon [Figure 3.3]. This 

waggon, which in the plays’ medieval lifetime would have been owned by the Mercers’ Guild for 

the performance of their Doomsday pageant, is the only one for which a list of its medieval scenery 

and properties survives.  It is therefore the only one whose reconstruction can be attempted with 410

any degree of certainty. The 1977 Toronto production proved it was possible to create a two-tiered 

waggon fitted with a windlass to winch Christ between heaven (the upper tier) and the stage floor 

below. Fitting onto the waggon the twenty artificial angels called for in the Mercers’ pageant 

documents  was trickier, but eventually managed by having them stuck on poles. Intricately 411

carved and decorated, the waggon was “painted red to symbolize the passion of Christ,… [bearing] 

 Ibid.406

 ‘Wanted’ notice in Woodbridge Advertiser, Tuesday August 3, 1976, 10; cutting held in PLS archives, University of 407

Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.408

 Two letters from Needles to the Ministry of Culture and Recreation in support of the planning committee’s Wintario 409

Grant application state that he donated at least CAD$1700-worth of labour and four sculptures worth approximately 
CAD$200 (letters from Reed Needles to the Ministry of Culture and Recreation, both dated July 8, 1977, copies held in 
PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued).

 See Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 55.410

 These specify “vij grete Aungels halding þe passion of god… iiii smaller Aungels gilted holding þe passion ix smaler 411

Aungels paynted rede to renne aboute in þe heuen” (Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 55).
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the symbol of Corpus Christi on one end and the logo of the Poculi Ludique Societas on the 

other.”   412

 The York Cycle, October 1 & 2, 1977, University of Toronto, programme notes, no page numbers, PLS archives, 412

University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.
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Figure 3.3: Two photographs of 
the Last Judgement waggon, 1977 

Photographer unknown. Held in 

PLS archives, University of Toronto 

Centre for Medieval Studies, 

uncatalogued. Used with 

permission.



 

 These latter additions were purely imaginative with regard to how the medieval York 

pageant waggons may have looked, as were those of the other waggons, all given their own names 

based on their decorations: Rose, Moon, Unicorn, Ship, Dolphin, Saint George, Pelican, Lion. But 

the designs were all taken from “medieval paintings, illustrations, or emblem books”  and the rich 413

decoration of the waggons sprang from a desire to be in “[k]eeping with the spirit of medieval 

pageants,”  where “in an age where a good meal cost a penny, guilds spent as much as three 414

pounds building and decorating a wagon.”  The waggon beds consisted of three pieces of 4x6 415

decking laid on the box to give a stage of twelve feet by six feet; trap doors could be incorporated 

into this if required and removable framing for curtains added. The programme notes for the 

production include a brief description and explanation of each waggon’s decoration as well as a 

description of how the waggons were restored, accompanied by Needles’ sketches. 

 One of the most valuable resources held in the PLS archives is David Parry’s notes on 

directing and staging, sent to all participating groups. These were “not intended to dictate directorial 

approaches or “style” in any absolute sense.”  Aware that some of the groups involved had little or 416

no experience with staging medieval drama, Parry was simply trying to troubleshoot, “suggest[ing] 

commonsense answers”  to production problems. The notes are enormously helpful now because 417

they show how the committee approached the production, their thought processes and the 

motivation behind these. Incidentally, they also show how times change, even in medieval drama: 

under casting the notes request “no female Christs, high priests, disciples, and so on. Cast women if 

you need to, but play the male characters as men.”  In 1998 an all-female Fall of the Angels 418

opened what was a much more gender-balanced production; now female devils and Satans have 

become ubiquitous, female Gods almost common, and both the Temptation and Crucifixion in the 

York 2018 production had female Christs, all played not just by female performers but as female 

characters. 

 Parry requested that the production of the plays be approached “with a good understanding 

of [1] what the plays are about, and how and why they fit together into a “cycle;” (2) what the 

 Ibid.413

 Ibid.414

 Ibid.415

 David Parry, “Staging and Directing Notes,” PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies 416

uncatalogued, 1. Emphasis in original.

 Ibid.417

 Ibid., 4, emphasis in original.418
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practical stylistic limits of interpretation of individual plays are in terms of this particular 

production; and (3) what the staging possibilities are.”  These three starting points could, and 419

should, apply to any production, anywhere, any time. From them Parry encouraged groups to 

explore the pageants’ “sense of contemporaneity (15th-century variety, of course!)”  and to “use 420

without hesitation… direct address,”  describing the latter as “a strong, lively, and rewarding 421

dramatic mode once you can get your actors using it comfortably and without embarrassment.”  422

He also strongly encouraged exploration of the cycle’s operation of typology and prefiguration. Of 

this he urged: 

The kinds of dramatic structure and iconography… described here give rise 

at times to some odd effects within the plays (odd, at least, by our standards)

… Don’t let your actors be embarrassed by them, but play them for all 

they’re worth. They’re not the result of medieval simple-mindedness, but 

deliberate and significant references prompted by the medieval view of the 

workings of God’s universe.  423

He concluded with a numbered list of “the more important points to keep in mind.”  These 424

included characterization (“in general broad” ), stage action (“medieval ‘bad’ characters tend to be 425

active (often frenetically so), energetic and loud. ‘Good’ characters tend to be calm and quiet. These 

contrasts can often be used to great dramatic effect” ), the actors’ relationship with the audience 426

when performing outdoors (“intimacy, strangely enough, is increased in many ways” ) and the use 427

of the waggon as a multi-level playing space. 

 David Knight’s notes on observing the performance, sent to the planning committee after the 

production and now held in the PLS archives, are subtitled “How I spent the Flood.” It rained. 

 Ibid., emphasis in original.419

 Ibid., 2.420

 Ibid.421

 Ibid.422

 Ibid., 3, emphasis in original.423

 Ibid., 4.424

 Ibid.425

 Ibid., emphasis in original.426

 Ibid., 5.427
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Looking back forty years later Johnston says, “We shouldn’t have tried to do it in October.”  But 428

because so many of the groups involved were from universities, the production had to fit with the 

timing of the semesters. By 1998 this was less of an issue because summer school had been 

introduced, so the production could be held in June. But in 1977 Johnston, waking up on Saturday 

October 1st to a weather warning, thought “O Lord, [we’ve] spent all this time and money – !”  429

But the show went on, beginning at dawn in steady drizzle. By the Flood there was literally a flood. 

The performance was halted and moved inside Convocation Hall, which had always been 

designated as a rain venue. This, however, slowed things down terribly. The waggon roster had been 

designed for outdoor performance, so that each group could roll into position with their set already 

prepared and then move off afterwards to the next station. The waggon behind should then have 

moved into place to play, the performance continuing without a break. Inside Convocation Hall the 

individual waggons had to be abandoned and the sets for each group dressed and struck on one 

single waggon situated on the stage. This created not only a disjointed performance but a very long 

one; though the organisers and performers doggedly continued, they did not finish play 33, the last 

designated for the Saturday, until around eleven o’clock at night, well after the scheduled finish 

time of between six and seven. But they did it, and they continued the next afternoon  (playing 430

outside again by then, and much more speedily), finishing the Last Judgment in triumphant 

exhilaration. 

 In the wake of the production, congratulations, comments, critiques, reviews and 

suggestions poured in, all held now in the PLS archives. These are almost all overwhelmingly 

positive. The production is described as “an astonishing achievement.”  The weather (now not 431

merely a British phenomenon) comes up frequently, usually accompanied by a commendation of 

“the courage and good humour with which [those involved] faced up to [it].”  All participating 432

groups were asked after the event to send in their director’s script, blocking notes, budgets, 

photographs and any other material to be added to the PLS archive of the production. This in many 

cases met with only a half-hearted response (the director of the Nativity, Jon Cunliffe, expressed 

 Ibid.428

 Ibid.429

 The morning was left free so that the attending church groups could hold their Sunday morning services, but this 430

pushed out the finish time for the performance and meant that some groups from out of town had to leave before the end 
to get home in time for work on Monday morning (Stanley J. Kahrl, letter to Alexandra Johnston,  October 7, 1977, PLS 
archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued).

 Unidentified comment, from a compilation of audience comments (all anonymous) sent to York Cycle Committee, 431

undated, PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.

 Ibid., separate comment.432
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willingness to oblige but regretted that his script had disintegrated in the rain!) and first-hand 

accounts of how individual directors approached their pageants are, frustratingly, often lacking.  433

But there are copious and lengthy notes sent in by scholars who, watching the production with keen 

and trained eyes, offered commentary on what worked, what did not, and what was surprising. 

Stanley J. Kahrl picked out the speed at which the acting moved through the verse, rather vividly 

enthusing, “York actors rode the rhythm of their verse like Hawaiian boys on surfboards riding 

waves. ‘Acting’ is done on and through the verse, and not independent of it.”  He also wrote, 434

I wasn’t prepared for the variety of KINDS of play represented – from 

dramas where a situation grows and changes, to ‘pageant’-sermons which 

define things, & all the other sorts between. […] The process of taking one 

wagon off and having the next brought up allows & points up the changes in 

convention, pace, style, &.c, – while through all the variety the pattern-of-

message turns, turns, turns, being driven home from all varied angles, 

instead of just ONE.  435

  

David Knight commented on the many different uses of the pageant waggon – “it closes in the 

acting-space, transports props, focuses an audience, blocks it from seeing further, provides a stage, 

houses effects”  – and concluded by observing “one thing that emerged was the flexibility of the 436

whole idea of ‘pageants’ – and I don’t think that has been part of the thinking about them.”  437

 Overall the waggons came in for a great deal of scrutiny, discussion and comment, and 

endless speculation about dimensions, dressing and use in staging. This was deservedly so – 

although tentative steps towards waggon staging had begun in 1954, this was only one pageant 

staged as a prelude to the main fixed-place event, and never the main focus. The first major 

experimentation with the waggons was Jane Oakshott’s 1975 production in Leeds, at roughly the 

same time as the first preliminary planning for the Toronto production got under way. But the Leeds 

 The most detailed and helpful notes are those sent in by Paul F. Bosch (director for the Creation of Adam and Eve, 433

costume and set designer for the Temptation), Maud McLean (director for Herod and the Three Kings) and Ted Paget 
(technical director for the Crucifixion). All held in PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, 
uncatalogued. 

 Kahrl, letter to Johnston.434

 Ibid., emphases in original.435

 David Knight, “What I Learned From the York Plays” [notes on observing the production], undated, PLS archives, 436

University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.

 Ibid.437
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production was in England, on the other side of the Atlantic, and was not a complete staging of all 

forty-seven pageants. There is a real sense from the Toronto 1977 records that what PLS and REED 

were doing with the waggons was considered to be new, exciting, immensely valuable both as 

historical and literary research, and had never been done before. This excitement over the waggons, 

and the insights gained, are probably among the most valuable outcomes of the Toronto production. 

Other observations had already been proved year after year at York in the Museum Gardens, 

including David Knight’s comments that the 

audience seems much more subject to and responsive to accident – dogs, 

weather, momentary gusts, sounds from nearby…. Thus the relation of 

reality to what’s being acted and presented (& in some sense made flesh) is 

thoroughly different from the relation indoors.  438

That said, the Toronto production did throw up the issue of sound leaching between stations, which 

apparently nobody had thought of before. This for Johnston was one of the most moving aspects – 

the way in which one could watch the Resurrection of Christ at one station while being able to hear 

the Crucifixion taking place at the next.  In medieval York’s narrow streets, this effect would have 439

been even more marked, creating an overlapping effect of time and moment which echoes the 

numerous internal figural repetitions of the cycle itself.   

 Apart from the excitement over the waggons, the other notable thread running through the 

feedback received is the number of references to the audience (estimated at “well over a 

thousand” ). Mostly these are to the way in which they embraced the performance (despite the 440

weather) and to the effect the performance produced:  

What was most striking to me was the audience reaction on Sunday, during 

the Passion plays. It is quite something to realise that the power of the plays 

can be felt, so strongly. I doubt that I shall forget the crucified Christ, 

trembling from the cold, suffering in both the play and in reality; listening to 

 Ibid.438

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.439

 Forster Freed, “Building Miracles,” Canadian Theatre Review (Winter 1978), 101.440
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the audience gasp as Longinus pierced his side; cheering when he harrowed 

hell; hissing the devils.  441

There is a strong sense of closeness between performers and audience – a bond, or 

relationship, unusually tight. Paradoxically, this was partly due to the freedom allowed 

by open air performance, as this comment intimates: 

We were perhaps so tolerant of the varieties of performance because we 

were so tolerated as an audience, feeling free to leave the plays to watch the 

preparations, enjoying the distractions of young children whose parents 

weren’t made to feel guilty of their infants’ obtrusiveness.  442

And there was an upside to the rain, because “the juxtapositioning of the two types of performance 

was most illuminating. Only when we went inside did I fully realise the impact and sense of 

immediacy that one had outdoors.”  Similarly, the recognition that  443

[w]orse than this near total collapse of the timetable was the loss of the 

sense of living theatre outdoors as the audience moved about from station to 

station or from station to the medieval fair…. Aesthetic distance between 

actors and audience was almost non-existent outdoors, all too obvious 

indoors…. The line between illusion and reality was [outdoors] happily 

blurred – once a dog wandered through the action of a play and twice 

children went up to actors during performance, exactly, as we may think, it 

might have happened in the streets of York.  444

Again and again, whether directly or indirectly stated, the sentiment expressed is that the indoor 

pageants were to be endured but the outdoor ones encompassed community and shared experience: 

“Friends, relatives and neighbours kept appearing unexpectedly on a wagon so that, for the Toronto 

 Unidentified comment, from a compilation of audience comments (all anonymous) sent to York Cycle Committee.441

 Letter from Vera Kisfalvi to Alexandra Johnston, October 4, 1977, PLS archives, University of Toronto Centre for 442

Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.

 Unidentified comment, from a compilation of audience comments (all anonymous) sent to York Cycle Committee.443

 John W. Velz, “The York Cycle of Mystery Plays,” manuscript typescript of review article, undated, 50, PLS 444

archives, University of Toronto Centre for Medieval Studies, uncatalogued.
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and perhaps the Ontario participants, there was an extraordinary sense of community.”  This, of 445

course, echoes Martin Browne’s ideals at York in the 1950s. It is also an observation frequently 

made today in relation to modern-day York productions, especially the waggon stagings.  446

 But not everyone agreed. Harry Lane, writing in Theatre in Review, found little to praise and 

a great deal to grumble at, beginning with the medieval fair. He almost welcomed the effect of the 

inclement weather on this: “[f]ortunately, the rain and cold that drove the plays into Convocation 

Hall also restrained the activities of most of the hawkers.”  More seriously, he challenged the 447

historical accuracy of the production, writing, 

[s]uch an attempt as this at historical re-creation faces a number of serious 

problems with regard to the completeness and complexity of re-creation to 

be attempted and the control that is required to prevent any major lapse from 

making the whole illusion collapse. A serious historical re-creation is surely 

a conscious and deliberate artifice in which a historical moment is recreated 

as completely as possible. What one saw of this medieval fair was 

suspiciously redolent of the cliches of the ‘Merrie England’ that travel 

agents still depend on.  448

Objecting to Johnston’s “combination of medieval and modern dress, wearing very modern 

spectacles”  this was for him “the beginning of a growing sense that the historical re-creation was 449

to be merely token; furthermore, a lack of belief and commitment seemed to affect other aspects of 

the production.”  Nobody agreed with him about the latter point, although his observation 450

regarding the uneven standard of pageants was certainly valid, as others did freely and widely 

acknowledge. Regarding the issue of historical accuracy Johnston responded by arguing that  

 Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 6. She also records of the production that “[s]uch was its impact in human and 445

community terms that I had difficulty in assessing its academic value in the immediate post-production period” (ibid., 
1).

 At roughly the same time as the 1977 Toronto production, similar impulses were also being worked out elsewhere– 446

though in quite a different way – in companies such as the Théâtre du Soleil. See for example their 1789 (1970, filmed 
1974).

 Harry Lane, “The York Cycle of Mystery Plays (Theatre in Review),” Educational Theatre Journal (March 1978), 447

103.

 Ibid.448

 Ibid. To this comment Johnston replied that she was wearing a red staff tabard, not intended to be ‘medieval,’ and 449

“the spectacles that myopia makes necessary” (Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 2).

 Lane, “The York Cycle of Mystery Plays,” 103.450
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[a]t no time did we intend to produce a museum piece. Our intention was to 

create the atmosphere in which the surviving pageants of the York Cycle 

could be produced in a manner as close as possible to the original. Ours was 

not a re-creation but an experiment. It will take many more experiments 

before anyone concerned with the staging problems presented by the Cycle 

will be able to say with confidence that ‘historical’ facts have been 

sufficiently established to allow for a re-creation.   451

Though curmudgeonly in the extreme, Lane’s review does open up an important debate about the 

issue of historical accuracy, or lack thereof, and how this should be addressed in performance of the 

cycle. Ultimately, though, it is a debate that can never be resolved to his satisfaction. A certain 

amount of pragmatism is required when dealing with the plays. There is so much we do not know 

about their medieval performance, and never can know, that no matter how hard one tries, any 

attempt at historical recreation will always be in some measure an experiment.  This is frustrating to 

people such as Lane; but it is also exciting.  

 It is arguable that attempts to perform the plays as they would have been done in the Middle 

Ages are not only futile but pointless. Over the plays’ long lifespan they were continually adapted, 

modified and altered to meet the needs of their audiences; if they are to survive they must continue 

to do this. The guilds in 1485 arguably did not worry about trying to produce a version that was 

‘historically accurate’ to, say, 1377. The cycle has the flexibility to evolve and shape itself 

according to time, place and circumstance. For Johnston what was important about the 1977 

performance was not whether what she produced was historically right or wrong but “the sense that 

[she] was keeping faith with the past.”  This concept we shall return to in the next chapter, for it is 452

a suggestive one, opening up questions of how we should approach the past, how the gap between 

past and present can be negotiated or reconciled, and how this approach to the past affects the 

changing uses and resonances of the plays. What Johnston is working towards here is the idea that 

“[t]radition, the transmission of history, is more aptly conceived as the mediation itself, as opposed 

 Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 2.451

 Ibid., 1.452
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to the sedimented past that is merely carried forward… In this way it is far clearer how we 

ourselves play a role in perpetuating and preserving tradition.”  453

 She was also, however, pleased to record that “to my own satisfaction, anyhow, and I think 

to almost everyone who was there,” the performance proved Nelson’s theory wrong, and “yes, 

indeed [the guilds] did do it in procession.”  She also decided that the long soliloquies which open 454

many of the pageants were intended to cover the set-up of the waggon and not, as she had initially 

thought, the waggon’s arrival (the noise of the wheels over the cobblestones would have made 

audibility difficult if not impossible).  As has already been noted, much was learned from the 455

production about the use of the waggons, and despite the washout of the first day, on the second the 

timings of the pageants ran according to the schedule that had been worked out beforehand. This 

second day, when compared to the first, showed fairly conclusively that performing the plays 

outdoors was quicker and easier than inside staging, even if the latter was in tableaux form. Though 

in the wake of the production few doubted this, Kahrl felt that it did not necessarily mean that all 

forty-seven pageants were staged every year on the same day, writing to Johnston 

I concluded, after hearing the massive repetitions in the Creation series and 

the trials of Jesus, that it seems improbable that they put on all those plays 

every year. All the dialogue in “The Conspiracy” reappears in “Pilate’s 

Wife’s Dream,” for example, interminably. What we have is a register of all 

the plays they ever produced. But I do not, after seeing that production, 

believe they ever produced all of them every year.  456

This view is borne out not only by performance but by the York City Chamberlains’ books of 

1535.  This lists all the leases of Corpus Christi for that year – all the guilds who paid dues to 457

 Jerome Veith, Gadamer and the Transmission of History (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2015), 26. Gadamer’s 453

theories, in particular his hermeneutic model of understanding, will be explored in relation to the York cycle in more 
detail from Chapter 4.

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.454

 Ibid.455

 Kahrl, letter to Johnston, emphases in original.456

 See Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 257-9.457
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perform the play that year. Only thirty-eight crafts appear, with some of them listed jointly, 

suggesting that they may have shared production of a pageant  or at least shared the expenses. 458

 Johnston, concluding her response to Lane, wrote that, “What we learned above all from our 

experiment was that to perform the Cycle is to take part in an act of community, of celebration, and 

of worship. It was not an ‘historical re-creation’ but a contemporary event.”  Much had been 459

learned from the production (not least the perils of trying to do it in October), but questions 

remained. Among the largest of these, and one of the easiest to test, was whether all forty-seven 

pageants could have been staged on one day. The primary aim of the 1998 revival production was to 

answer this. The short answer was yes. The long answer is yet another question – the 1998 

production used only four stations, compared with the much greater number (between ten and 

seventeen) believed to have been used in medieval York; how much of a difference would this have 

made to the timings? Johnston believes that playing the cycle with twelve stations would not take 

three times as long as playing it with four, because “everything [the pageants]… follows on, and 

there are places where there are two or three waggons lined up, so there’s absolutely no time in 

between.”  But, because it has never yet been tried with twelve stations (or even ten) since the 460

Reformation, she acknowledges that “it is still a question as to whether or not they could do it all [in 

this way] on one day.”  461

 With the King’s College Circle proving far too open for effective outdoor performance, for 

the 1998 repeat production the stations, now increased to four in number, were moved to parts of 

the university campus that more closely mimicked the narrow streets and enclosing buildings of 

medieval York. Victoria College was chosen, the four stations making a square around it [Figure 

3.4]. This production had less of a close community feel and more of an international outlook. 

Though local, or near-local, university departments and church groups took the majority of the 

pageants as before, two were directed by Joel Kaplan from the University of Birmingham, UK. This 

time an academic symposium was organised alongside the plays, with large numbers of scholars 

attending from Canada, the United States of America and the United Kingdom. The general 

consensus of these various distinguished academics, though they all seem thoroughly to have 

enjoyed the performance, was that the production  

 Johnston, however, does not think this likely, given that in York each guild individually owned their particular play 458

(Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield).

 Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 8.459

 Johnston, interviewed by Bloomfield.460

 Ibid.461
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proved very little except that modern wagons can tool around Victoria 

College’s paved sidewalks to play 47 pageants at four stations in seventeen 

hours. From that experiment, rewarding as it was on various grounds, we 

certainly ‘know’ perhaps even less than we thought we ‘knew’ about York’s 

original playing spaces and performance conditions.  462

Consequently, despite the two remarkable Toronto productions – which have never been matched or 

even approached in size, scale and ambition – many questions regarding medieval performance of 

the cycle remain, tantalisingly, unanswered. A full revival of the complete cycle performed in York 

at the original stations, which could attempt to explore some of these questions – including, most 

intriguingly, the much-vexed issue of whether all forty-seven pageants were in fact performed 

across one day at twelve playing stations – seems, at this juncture, unlikely ever to happen. Apart 

from the logistical nightmare of such a venture, including stringent health and safety laws and the 

opposition of shopkeepers fearing loss of business, academic interest in the medieval staging 

practices of the early cycle seems now to have waned. 

 Barbara Palmer, “The York Cycle in Performance: Toronto and York (Issues in Review),” Early Theatre 1 (1998), 462

141.
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Figure 3.4: 1998 performance stations, Victoria College, University of Toronto  463

 Detail, “University of Toronto St George Campus Map,” annotations added by Eleanor Bloomfield.463
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Further Academic Adventures: The Waggons Brought Back to York 

 In 1988, however, it was still very much alive. In July of this year Meg Twycross organised 

four pageants, each on its own waggon, to play at four stations in Low Petergate. With “[t]he 

emphasis… on authenticity  and experimentation,”  the production staged the final four 464 465

pageants of the cycle, thus allowing audiences “to see the Marian episodes that had been all but 

obliterated by the fixed-place mysteries. Their presentation by the Twycross team reinforced the 

origins of the plays and their association with Catholic belief.”  The use of Low Petergate allowed 466

utilisation of part of the original medieval pageant route, and Rogerson has described the production 

as  

a major breakthrough for the modern traditions of York mysteries and for 

the academic study of medieval plays in performance. The enterprise 

yielded positive proof of the power of the medieval theatrical methods and a 

more precise ‘feel’ of the original spaces than had ever been possible 

before.  467

The experiment was closely observed in academic circles, with Johnston coming over from Toronto 

to watch; she found much to be pleased with and some things to disagree with,  and thus “[t]he 468

academic dialogue was well underway.”  469

 This dialogue continued with the 1992 production, again organised by Twycross “with a 

similar team of academic players.”  This time “[o]ne of her major concerns was to prove to herself 470

and others the power of playing in the streets in the traditional processional mode.”  This 471

production consisted of five pageants: the Crucifixion, the Death and Burial of Christ, the 

 Despite this, only one pageant (Paul Toy’s Coronation of the Virgin, produced by the Lords of Misrule) was 464

performed in the original Middle English.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 174.465

 Ibid., 176.466

 Ibid., 174.467

 See ibid., 177.468

 Ibid.469

 Ibid.470

 Ibid., 180.471
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Harrowing of Hell, the Resurrection, and Christ’s Appearance to Mary Magdalene.  All the 472

directors “worked quite independently.”   Unlike in 1988, all the pageants were performed in the 473

original Middle English, and to the best of my knowledge this remains the only post-revival 

production to have been performed entirely in the original language. Of the use of Middle English 

Butterworth commented that  

the richness of the actor’s ultimate performance thrives on the sound of 

those words and the fact that the actors have gone through a process of 

trying to understand what the words mean, how they are grouped, what 

kinds of intonations are needed to get the sense of the language. Those 

problems, I… have always thought, increase the vivacity of the 

production.  474

 Butterworth, who had already been working on the Crucifixion for some time, used this 

pageant as an “experiment”  in direct address, observing that medieval drama is “written for it, 475

often.”  Rehearsals concentrated on exploring the different ways actors can speak “to an 476

audience… at an audience… through an audience… with an audience.”  In performance,   477

once eye contact had been made with an audience member[,] the actor had 

to return to that [person] later… [W]e came up with this notion of the 

variety artists’ plate-spinning routine, where they set a plate spinning on a 

stick, then a second… then a third… and a fourth, but… by the time they’ve 

got to the fourth the first one needs stimulating again. […] And we used that 

imagery to create the relationship between the actors – individual actors – 

and members of the audience.   478

 Directed by, in order: Philip Butterworth with students (none of them specifically working in Middle English) from 472

the Bretton Hall School of Drama; David Crouch with the Lords of Misrule; John McKinnell with the Durham 
Medieval Drama Group; Femke Kramer with the University of Groningen.

 Philip Butterworth, interviewed by Eleanor Bloomfield, April 16, 2018.473

 Ibid.474

 Philip Butterworth, notes for the company on the York Crucifixion, June 1992, copy provided to Eleanor Bloomfield.475

 Butterworth, interviewed by Bloomfield.476

 Ibid.477

 Ibid.478
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In this way each actor had about twenty different people with whom they had made initial eye 

contact and whom they then had to find again. In a fluid, moving audience, this was not always 

easy. But Butterworth’s idea was that “the intention and the effort from the actor went through the 

members of the audience and came back onto the vehicle to actually find its resolution in the action. 

So it’s a kind of circular relationship that culminated in the action on the vehicle itself.”  This 479

comment could also apply to the cycle itself and the way in which the individual pageants form a 

circular relationship, each dependent on the other, culminating in the telling of the complete cycle 

and the full span of salvation history. The effect was, according to Rogerson, “magnificent.”  480

Those of the audience “who were addressed felt uncomfortable while those who were spared were 

conscious of their own relief not to have been chosen. This was ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ at its most 

powerful.”  481

 In both 1988 and ’92, each group provided their own waggon. As in Toronto, they were 

scrounged from a variety of sources (John McKinnell’s was an old coal cart and Meg Twycross’s a 

farm waggon bought with £200 left over at the end of the year from her university department 

funding). For the Crucifixion Butterworth had the cross fixed at the end of the waggon; when it was 

raised and lowered into its mortice it faced lengthways down the waggon bed. At this time the 

lengthways-versus-broadside debate  was fairly lively, but it is a debate that for Butterworth is 482

largely self-constructed: 

I think that a lot of my colleagues, really rather perhaps unthinkingly, have 

talked about issues of direction when in fact they’ve not been applicable; 

they’re issues that come out of more recent understanding of two-

dimensional theatre.  483

 Ibid.479

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 178.480

 Ibid., 180.481

 Most scholars on the York plays have entered into this debate at some point during their careers, whether in the 482

formal academic context of published work or through practical experience staging the plays, when a decision must be 
made as to which way to play on the waggon.

 Butterworth, interviewed by Bloomfield. However, the medieval scenery list for the Mercers’ Doomsday pageant 483

does suggest that this created a proscenium frame on the waggon.
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Butterworth’s “direction of the production was three-dimensional. […] It didn’t face one way.”  484

Effectively theatre in the round, this “made it possible for that dynamic of making eye contact with 

members of the audience to have more… energy.”  485

 The performances in both years drew sizeable crowds, but this, though gratifying, caused 

problems of its own. The date chosen for the 1988 plays coincided with the York Races, which 

seems to have been overlooked in the planning. Those watching the plays mingled with the 

racegoers, not always peaceably. John McKinnell recalls people “shout[ing] abuse or mockery, and 

a few deliberately drove past blowing their car horns.”  One very inebriated racegoer got caught 486

up in the Last Judgement audience; somehow a fracas ensued, during which an audience member 

hit him, in true British style, with an umbrella. Whereupon, the drunk man shouting that he had 

been assaulted, the police were called. The audience, however, quite literally closed ranks around 

the umbrella man, swallowing him up; when the police arrived and asked for witnesses nobody 

stepped forward and the umbrella had disappeared. That was apparently the end of the matter, 

though it left a nasty taste.  In 1992 the local shopkeepers also caused disgruntlement, 487

complaining that the large crowds adversely affected their business for the day.  They also 488

claimed that they did not know the plays were taking place – this despite at least one of the relevant 

shops displaying a flyer advertising the plays in its front window. Although Twycross pointed this 

out, the shopkeepers insisted that there had been a lack of consultation and tried to sue her for loss 

of business. They were unsuccessful, but the production “showed only too well the truth of 

Browne’s fears of the disruptions inherent in wagon playing in the modern city,”  and Twycross 489

never again attempted to bring the waggons into York. 

 After the years of Martin Browne and the Museum Gardens formula the mystery plays had 

firmly entered a new stage, which, just as Browne’s era had been, was not without its teething 

 Ibid.484

 Ibid.485

 John McKinnell, “Producing the York Mary Plays,” Medieval English Theatre 12, no. 2 (1990), 119.486

 Such a debacle, however, is comparable to the tensions and arguments that arose during the medieval performances 487

of the plays as well. See, for example, the fact that in 1415 the city council had to forbid “[t]he carrying of staves and… 
axes” in the Corpus Christi procession (Weissengruber, “The Corpus Christi Procession in Medieval York,” 121). In 
1419, however, violence broke out between the Skinners on one side and the Carpenters and Cordwainers on another; 
the latter group “broke the [Skinners’] burning torches” (Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 718 [translation; for 
original Latin see 33]) as “they were carried in the procession… to the grave disturbance of the king’s peace and to the 
hindrance of the play and procession of Corpus Christi” (ibid.). See also Mervyn James, “Ritual, Drama and Social 
Body in the Late Medieval English Town,” Past and Present 98, no. 1 (1983): 3-29, especially p.17.

 Apparently the waggons, actors and audiences blocked customer access (Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 178).488

 Ibid., 180.489
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problems. The Leeds 1975 and Toronto 1977 productions marked the beginning of an extended 

period of excited experimentation with the waggon plays and a determined push to expand the 

frontiers of research. This was undoubtedly fruitful in terms of increasing knowledge of the plays 

and exposure to them, within both academia and the wider community. But it did sometimes come 

at a cost. Tensions occasionally flared and noses were put out of joint. The beginning of the waggon 

plays performed within York itself was also the beginning of a complicated tangle of conflicts: 

between academics and the community, between academics and academics, between devotees of 

waggon staging and those who preferred the Museum Gardens. Sometimes it was simply a clash of 

personalities and people treading on others’ toes. Jane Oakshott followed Meg Twycross’s 1992 

experiment with her own waggon stagings in 1994 and 1998; these, to Twycross’s intense 

annoyance, now tend to be seen in popular discourse as the beginning of the York waggon 

productions.  In an ideal world, the two groups would have traded knowledge and insights.  The 490

world being not ideal, Twycross effectively bowed out and left Oakshott to it.  

 Oakshott was very successful in reinvigorating the York guilds’ involvement with, and 

patronage of, the plays. Although difficult to judge at this remove, she also seems to have been 

more successful than earlier groups both in publicising the productions and galvanising the local 

community behind them. In the wake of her productions, study and performance of the plays seems 

definitely to have shifted away from the academic sphere. This is due not only to the retirement, or 

semi-retirement, of the generation of medieval scholars which included Johnston, Twycross and 

Butterworth, but also to a variety of other factors. Many outside academia, including those who 

allocate government funding to universities, question the economic, political or social point of 

medieval drama (or medieval anything), and, failing to see one, dismiss it out of hand. With funding 

for Arts and Humanities being cut in many universities, medieval drama is struggling to hold a 

footing in English and Drama departments. Among scholars there is an unspoken sense that 

academic research on the medieval staging of the York plays has gone as far as it usefully can. Work 

in medieval drama is now primarily focused on advancing research and inter-disciplinary 

knowledge on other, currently more obscure, forms or texts.  491

 A 2015 Facebook post by the York Settlement Community Players and shared via the York Mystery Plays page (later 490

removed) stated, with no mention of Twycross’s earlier work, “[i]t’s 21 years since Jane Oakshott MBE came to York to 
establish the quadrennial Mystery Plays on pageant waggons and we plan to celebrate.”

 Such as, for example, medieval convent drama in both England and the Europe; see the work of Elisabeth Dutton, 491

Olivia Robinson, Matthew Salisbury and Aurélie Blanc, and their project website, Medieval Convent Drama, http://
medievalconventdrama.org/. 
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From Academia to the Community 

 Evolving from a semi-religious event closely linked to the Anglican Church (1950s-1960s) 

and from an academic curiosity (late 1970s-early 1990s), the York plays have now segued into a 

new realm: local community theatre. Their potential for this has always been present, as John Kim 

realised back in 1965, writing that the cycle’s “language demands a spacious presentation to bring it 

to life while its engaging perception of character… makes it a fitting work for the amateur actor.”  492

At the time he was writing, the cycle had since the Festival of Britain “always been presented as an 

outdoor presentation with companies composed of amateur actors.”  The cycle is in fact eminently 493

suited to this, since it was written for open and communal performance. It is so big, and mounting it 

such a mammoth undertaking, that modern professional companies – small and tight by comparison 

with the medieval urban population for which it was written – tend to steer clear of it. (Tony 

Harrison’s The Mysteries is the notable exception, partly because it is almost the only one.) At the 

same time, almost paradoxically, the York plays – despite being so big – have a very strong, easily 

recognisably identity: they are local or regional rather than national, and specifically they are York 

itself. 

 Currently the plays are definitely the domain of this community: all York wants a piece of 

them. This is not to say that the local community is any more unified than academia, or that it does 

not have its own problems when producing the plays. It does. Vivienne Faull, Dean of York Minster 

between 2012 and 2018, stated in an interview with the York Mystery Plays Supporters’ Trust that 

“the Mystery Plays in York don’t belong to anybody. And that’s both gloriously free of obvious 

political baggage, but also gloriously free for there to be deep uncertainty about the future.”  She 494

is right that the future may be uncertain, but exceedingly naive to think that the plays are free of 

baggage, political or otherwise. The plays belong to no-one and everyone. This is partly why they 

have survived: they speak across a wide range of people and lend themselves to a variety of staging 

methods. But their scope for flexibility also includes scope for tensions – social, political and 

cultural – as different groups grapple with the plays and in so doing come into conflict with each 

other. It was so in the Middle Ages, and remains so today. Many, if not most, of these tensions, are 

applicable across both the medieval and modern performance history – for example, concerns over 

performance standards of individual pageants, the station locations, crowd behaviour and control, 

 Kim, The York Cycle of Mystery Plays Programme, no page numbers.492

 Ibid.493

 Vivienne Faull, interviewed by Melanie McLaughlan for York Mystery Plays Supporters’ Trust, available at 494

“Interviews,” York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust, https://ympst.co.uk/the-interviews/.
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competition between participating groups, funding for the performance of the cycle, the place of the 

church in relation to performance. In short, there has never been a production of the mystery plays 

without trouble of one kind or another, and never will be. 

Into the 21st century 

 The 2016 production, as a recent instance not yet documented in the scholarly discourse on 

the York plays, ran into trouble of various kinds, the most obvious of which was financial: it lost 

over half a million pounds.  This production was a revival  of the Millennium Production, 495 496

commissioned by the then-Dean of the York Minster, Ray Furnell, directed by Gregory Doran and 

staged inside the cathedral. Doran’s production was approached amid several echoes of 1951: “[t]he 

millennium, like the 1951 Festival of Britain, was a time for thanksgiving and renewal, and the 

Labour government of Tony Blair was, as Andrew Rosen puts it, ‘in search of the monumental.’”  497

Of the 2000 production Margaret Rogerson writes, 

[i]n the excitement of the millennium year people could have been forgiven 

if they thought that the York mysteries had finally come home to their 

medieval roots. Just as the magic of a perfect summer’s evening in the 

Museum Gardens worked on audiences to evoke an illusion of the plays 

rising out of the abbey ruins, so too the magnificence of this new production 

as it fitted into its new surroundings encouraged similar misconceptions.  498

The Minster, “a superb indoor setting for the millennium production”  despite the poor acoustics, 499

was fitted with a huge stage in front of the quire screen at the end of the nave, designed so that it 

blended in with the stone of the cathedral. The stage was filled with an equally large cast, many of 

them local York residents (the only professional actor was Ray Stevenson, playing Christ). Robert 

Jones’ costuming echoed the bright colours of the Minster’s stained glass windows and   

 Valentine Low, “Plays Lose Money on a Biblical Scale,” The Times, Monday May 29, 2017, 3.495

 Closely modelled on the Millennium Production but not a simple repetition: Mike Poulton gave his original text a 496

“thorough overhaul” (Mike Poulton, introduction to The York Mystery Plays, London: Nick Hern Books, 2016, no page 
numbers).

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 154.497

 Ibid.,156.498

 Ibid.499
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the production was studded with medieval-style tableaux. This was 

particularly impressive in the ‘Flood’ scene as Noah and his family looked 

out… over the blue waters that billowed down the full length of the set – a 

tribute to modern theatrical ingenuity and to the medieval artists who had 

created the ‘Flood’ scene for the Minster’s Great East Window.  500

By all accounts the Minster production was a success, playing to almost 30,000 people over its 

month-long run. Apart from the skill of its direction, staging and design, its success may have been 

due in part to the millennium being “a psychologically apt moment for considering the possibility of 

the end of the world, and consequently to think also about its beginnings. As the two thousandth 

birthday of Christ, it was a time for believers – and non-believers – to contemplate the Christian 

version of the beginning and the end, Creation and Doomsday.”  501

 In this light, 2016 was not necessarily a particularly “psychologically apt moment” to revive 

the production, but the Minster had been keen to welcome the plays back ever since the Millennium 

version. As the scriptwriter Mike Poulton put it in the programme notes, this was “so successful that 

we immediately began discussions for a new production ‘in the near future.’ Sixteen years later we 

are back with a new Dean and the same enthusiasm and spirit of adventure that characterised the 

first undertaking.”  This time round, however, it was not quite the same. The production still 502

garnered solidly good reviews, but there was no getting away from the poor ticket sales. Only 65% 

of the 40,000 tickets sold, contributing to a loss of £590,000 of which £390,000 was shouldered 

directly by the Minster; understandably, any future performances there will be approached by the 

Dean and Chapter with caution and a healthy degree of scepticism. In the aftermath, various reasons 

for the poor ticket sales were suggested, including cost (too expensive according to some, and with 

no child options available), poor marketing (focusing on London rather than York, and the dark 

coloured posters, flyers and programmes had a rather funereal air), the length of the run (five weeks 

compared to 2000’s four, with a thirty-three percent increase in the number of tickets to be sold) and 

the length of the performance itself. This ran to almost four hours, with evening performances 

finishing after 11pm: too late for many people and outside the public transport timetables. Though 

 Ibid.500

 Margaret Rogerson, “‘Everybody Got Their Brown Dress:’ Mystery Plays for the Millennium,” New Theatre 501

Quarterly 17 no. 2 (2001), 124-5.

 Mike Poulton, “Writer’s Note,” York Minster Mystery Plays 2016 Programme (York Minster, 2016), 47.502
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matinees ran on Saturdays and Wednesdays (and the Wednesday matinee I attended was almost a 

full house), this had caused problems of a different kind: the Wednesday matinees had excluded 

almost all of York’s workforce from the cast. Finally, although this is hard to prove one way or the 

other, the smaller audiences may have been partly due to the fact that the production had neither a 

particularly fresh approach (which might have brought in new audiences) nor the weight of tradition 

(which might have brought back old ones). Though the programme described the production as 

“above all a once in a generation opportunity to see the city’s most famous stories brought to life in 

its most iconic building,”  the simple fact was that it wasn’t. It had been done only sixteen years 503

earlier – hardly a generation (although it may have been nearly so in medieval times) – and at the 

time the Minster was apparently keen to repeat its association with the plays on a regular basis. 

With the relative failure of the 2016 production, however, it now seems unlikely that the cycle will 

be staged again by the Minster in the near future. 

 There were other issues, too. The run was the longest ever of the mystery plays with a six 

month rehearsal period. By the end of performances many in the huge cast were tired and 

demoralised. For various reasons, some had to drop out, and the Abraham I saw had clearly stepped 

into the breach at the last minute, reading his lines under cover of his cloak. There was also some 

resentment that, although the vast majority of the cast and volunteers were York residents, the 

director, lead actor (Philip McGinley,  playing Christ) and many top members of the creative team 504

were all outsiders. Though this is often the case (witness Martin Browne’s productions, and many 

others since, including the 2000 production), some compared it unfavourably with the 2012 

Museum Gardens production, then still relatively fresh in remembrance. This was the first return of 

the plays to the Museum Gardens in twenty-two years, since Patrick Garland’s version in 1980, with 

the creative team drawn almost entirely from York. In 2016 many of the costumes were hired or 

brought up from London rather than being made or sourced locally.  505

 Several of the old stereotypes regarding Yorkshire residents – fiercely territorial, proud of 

their local communities, and slow to give their trust – still hold true, while the north-south divide in 

England (or, possibly more accurate now, the London-versus-the-rest trope) is still much stronger 

than many realise or care to admit. I have never been made to feel anything less than welcome when 

 York Minster Mystery Plays 2016 Programme, 45.503

 Ferdinand Kingsley, who played God/Christ in 2012, had made a concerted effort to integrate into the local 504

community, but Philip McGinley could not to the same extent due to other rehearsal commitments. 

 Not always: London-based Fiona Parker, in charge of costumes – which were a blend of medieval and modern –  505

deliberately sourced many of the latter from York’s charity shops. Here she found the staff “always so helpful and 
interested in the production… another lovely connection with the local people” (Fiona Parker, email to Eleanor 
Bloomfield, February 23, 2018).
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working in York on the plays, but always I am acutely aware of my outsider status (I am never sure 

which is regarded with greatest suspicion: the fact that I was born in Lancashire, live in New 

Zealand, or speak with an RP accent). Those visiting or looking in to York and its performance of 

the mystery plays tend to see above all the communal and community spirit of the plays, their 

colour and spectacle, the sense of a huge undertaking brought to triumphant fruition – partly 

because that is what they want, or expect, to see. So, for instance, the “overriding impression”  of 506

the 2016 costume designer, Fiona Parker, was of 

the way the volunteer cast members and volunteer costume and props 

makers invested so much time into creating and performing the piece and all 

pulled together to create something quite spectacular. It clearly meant so 

much to a lot of them and many of them had been involved in the plays for 

decades. There was always such a good and supportive spirit between the 

volunteers. Most of the memories that stick with me are moments with the 

volunteers when they were clearly having so much fun and wanted to help 

in any way they could.  507

Those actually in and from York, though they do see this too, may have a slightly different view. 

They see all the problems as well. 

 John Scott, a former newspaper journalist who covered many of the York plays from the first 

Martin Browne production through to the 1980s, mused that the different productions “do terribly 

tend to blur[;] when the festival times came on, we just went round interviewing the same people all 

over again[.] I think they were as bored with being interviewed as we were with interviewing 

them!”  In spite of this blurring of individual performances, Scott is able to trace a distinct shift in 508

the feel and focus of the productions he saw across fifty years: “my abiding memory is of the 

family-city, the village feel of it in the beginning, and then the… slow commercialisation of it.”  509

This chapter, in spite of necessarily being something of a gallop through more than half a century of 

intense, sustained interest in and development of the play cycle, has attempted to show this gradual 

 Ibid.506

 Ibid.507

 Scott, interviewed by Tomlin.508

 Ibid.509
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shift. From Martin Browne’s productions – according to Scott always “a real family event but the 

family was the whole city, which was quite remarkable”  – the York Festival, and the plays with it, 510

grew in size, scope and ambition. As the York Festival gradually waned (according to Meg 

Twycross it grew too big for its boots, modelling itself as another Edinburgh Festival without the 

population to sustain it), academic research into the plays flourished between the late 1970s and 

early 1990s,  this in turn giving way to a greater focus on the plays’ place within the contemporary 511

York community. Productions today are always informed by productions past – there is no getting 

away from that, nor, probably, should there be, given the weight of tradition and heritage attendant 

on the cycle – but each also has its own character and identity, despite the inevitable blurring. 

Scott’s half-humorous, half-serious complaint that “you never enjoy the last production, because… 

the best bits from every one merge in your mind and become the perfect mystery plays,”  is 512

understandable. But there has never been a perfect performance of the mystery plays, never will be 

one, and that is part of their charm.  

 Ibid.510

 Meg Twycross’s early academic waggon experiments in York took place alongside ‘official’ festival productions.511

 Scott, interviewed by Tomlin.512
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Part 2: Horizons of Understanding 

Chapter 4: York’s Modern Medieval 

 Though this thesis is focussed on the role of the play cycle in contemporary performance, a 

full understanding of this depends on an understanding of the cycle’s medieval functions.  513

Without this awareness it is impossible to evaluate accurately the cycle’s current roles or assess how 

these have shifted, changed and adapted over the centuries. As the philosopher Hans-Georg 

Gadamer  recognised, the past always has bearing on the present; the two can be thought of as in 514

‘dialogue’ with each other. This situation in relation to the York plays has necessarily existed since 

the earliest modern revivals, implicit in the tension any post-medieval production is required to 

negotiate between ‘more authentic’ versus ‘more accessible.’ However, until now it has never been 

formally articulated and worked through. Here Gadamer’s notion of the ‘fusion of horizons’ is a 

particularly useful approach. Operating on the basis that “all understanding is interpretation,”  515

Gadamer proposed that “[a] text, or any thing or event within the world we interpret, has its own 

horizon of meaning. Interpretation is situated within the mutual horizon of the interpreter and the 

thing to be interpreted.”  In the case of the York cycle, there is seemingly a yawning gulf between 516

the horizons of the medieval past and the modern present. Contemporary performances are an 

attempt to fuse or bring together these horizons, the “interpreter project[ing] provisional 

meanings… [which] are disturbed and re-defined when the interpreter’s own prejudices are 

questioned by the horizons of the text or the partner in dialogue.”  Those ‘interpreting’ the York 517

cycle – directors, actors, audience, anyone working with the plays – must continually contend with 

this duality between past and present, then and now. Any contemporary performance is therefore an 

 The following section on the medieval function of the cycle incorporates material first presented in Chapter 1.2 of 513

my unpublished MA thesis, “Faith and the City: Piety, Place and the Passion in Fifteenth-Century York,” The University 
of Auckland, 2016.

 Gadamer (1900-2002), a student of Martin Heidegger, is best known in his own right for his work on hermeneutics 514

and his seminal 1960 work Wahrheit und Methode [Truth and Method]. For a succinct overview of his life and major 
works, see Chris Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum, 2006), 17-29.

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 2.515

 Ibid., emphasis in original.516

 Ibid., 3.517
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attempt to reconcile the two, resulting in a “conversation”  which is “as much… with the past as 518

with the future.”  As Chris Lawn puts it, “the past is not a ‘foreign country’ but a continuous effect 519

in the present as contemporary language and that of antiquity work together within a common 

tradition.”  520

The Past Horizon: The Medieval York Cycle 

 The past of the York cycle is indeed terrain fairly well-mapped. The well-known, oft-quoted 

medieval justification for the plays is given in the York A/Y Memorandum Book for 1399: “en 

honour & reuerence nostreseignour Iesu Crist & honour & profitt de mesme la Citee” [in honour 

and reverence of our Lord Jesus Christ and for the glory and benefit of the same city].  So the 521

plays were ostensibly performed primarily as a religious event intended to honour God, followed 

closely by the secondary purpose of a civic event designed to show off the city and the piety of its 

inhabitants. In reality, of course, it was never that simple. The cycle also served as a medium for 

working through religious beliefs, tensions and concerns; as a means of allowing the laity direct and 

personal engagement with their faith; and not least as a medieval ‘tourist attraction.’  The 522

statement from the A/Y Memorandum Book succinctly encompasses the dual nature, religious and 

secular, of the cycle. Like the double helix structure of a DNA molecule, its construction is two-

stranded. One strand is concerned with the universal story of creation history and its attendant 

religious concerns of redemption and salvation, the other tied very closely to the city of York itself, 

sanctifying the city, testifying to the piety of its inhabitants, and contributing to a sense of local 

civic identity.  As in the double helix, the two strands are interwound so that their 523

interconnectedness defines them as much as does their indistinguishability. Medieval performance 

 Ibid.518

 Ibid.519

 Ibid.520

 Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 11 [697].521

 We know this from, again, the York A/Y Memorandum Book for 1399: “les pagentz suisditz sount jueez en si 522

plusours lieux a graunde damage & disease a les ditz comunes & a les Estraungers repairauncez a la dite Citee mesme 
le iour pur mesme la cause” [the aforesaid pageants are played in so many places at considerable hardship and 
deprivation to the said commons and strangers who have travelled to the said city on the same day for the same 
purpose] (ibid., my emphasis). 

 For further reading here see Pamela King’s The York Mystery Plays and the Worship of the City (Cambridge: Brewer, 523

2006), which promises to “involve a renewed focus on the worship of the city in its various forms” (5), pointing out that 
“worship held two related senses for the medieval civic community, conveying ‘civic honour’ as well as ‘religious 
observation.’ The York cycle is central to both” (ibid). Katie Normington’s Medieval English Drama (Cambridge, 
Malden: Polity Press, 2009), particularly Chapters 2-4, is also highly relevant here.
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of the cycle was therefore a complicated blending of religious and secular, heavenly and earthly 

concerns. Similarly, it intertwined a desire for social harmony with a constant reaffirmation of 

social hierarchy and the inevitable chafing produced by this. 

 Medieval York sat within a wider national and international scene frequently fraught with 

war, disease and instability on many fronts: political, economic, societal, religious. In the midst of 

this the cycle arguably functioned as a touchstone, bringing fleeting harmony out of disparate and 

fractured elements. Although imperfectly,  the plays comprised several kinds of belonging. They 524

belonged to the city and to the people who performed them. But the people who performed them 

also ‘belonged’ to the plays through the guild system, which, with the city and the cycle, created a 

kind of triple belonging. A vitally important aspect of life, work and society in medieval York, guild 

membership had yet another function, opening up access to and involvement with the plays on a far 

deeper level than that of passive observer. Outsiders to York, the “strangers” of the A/Y 

Memorandum Book were also outside the play cycle. As we shall see, the plays today continue to 

engage in this concern with belonging, with issues of identity, and with the concept of a community 

shaped around both the plays and the city of York. Integral structural features of the cycle, these 

concerns persistently attach themselves to continuing social realities through time, therefore 

providing the occasion for a fusion of horizons between medieval and modern communities, mutatis 

mutandis.  

The cycle in performance encapsulates anachronism in its most literal sense – beyond or out 

of time – because it operates within a flexibility of time. For our fifteenth-century citizens, acting in 

or simply watching the Corpus Christi play blended biblical events, happenings and locations with 

what was for them modern-day York, intertwining them until they became virtually 

indistinguishable. The Entry Into Jerusalem pageant, for example, includes a reference to “ȝone 

castell” (l.15)  – probably Clifford’s Tower – and concludes with the citizens of Jerusalem 525

welcoming Christ into their city:  

  

Hayll, domysman dredfull, þat all schall deme, 

Hayll, [þat all] quyk and dede schall lowte, 

 The belonging created by the cycle was partly a belonging born of exclusion. Only men were allowed to act 524

(arguably the most direct form of involvement) in the plays, though women were probably involved in behind-the-
scenes work such as costuming. Those on the margins of society – the very poor, outcasts, vagrants and so on – were 
also automatically excluded from participation and may not even have been welcome to watch.

 The edition used for quotations from the medieval play text is Beadle’s The York Plays, with line numbers cited 525

parenthetically in the text.
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Hayll, whom worschippe moste will seme, 

Hayll, whom all thyng schall drede and dowte. 

We welcome þe; 

Hayll, and welcome of all abouwte, 

To owre ceté (The Entry Into Jerusalem l.538-44). 

The citizens of Jerusalem would have been played by citizens of York, and the city they are 

welcoming Christ to is only metaphorically Jerusalem; literally, of course, it is York. The structure 

of the play is, as Beadle and King point out, very close to a medieval royal welcome:  

[T]he tableau at the end [of the play], with its ordered arrangement of 

formal greetings, suggests that the dramatist had in mind the conventions of 

the contemporary royal entry into the medieval town. In the last lines of the 

play, the local audience must have had a strong sense that the King of 

Heaven was being welcomed as much to medieval York as to the biblical 

Jerusalem.  526

This manipulation of time within the cycle travels down to, and holds true for, the plays in modern 

performance. Arguably this is the crux of why the cycle was such a success at its revival, and has 

flourished ever since. The plays are intensely conscious of time, encapsulating as they do its 

beginning and end. Both of York and beyond it, of the medieval time and outside it, the cycle’s 

inherent flexibility and adaptability regarding time and space is one of its strongest and most 

enduring appeals. The non-linear character of time is both its subject and its method. Within the 

modern cycle, “the past itself is, from a certain point of view, always with us.”  Thus, the cycle 527

tradition, in its etymological sense of handing on to the present what has been received from the 

past, “is actually more aptly conceived as the mediation itself, as opposed to the sedimented past 

that is merely carried forward.”  Modern performances of the York cycle are continually engaged 528

in this mediation, resulting in a “constantly re-worked dialogue between past and present.”  529

 Beadle and King, introduction to The Entry Into Jerusalem, in York Mystery Plays: A Selection in Modern Spelling 526

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 106.

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 34.527

 Veith, Gadamer and the Transmission of History, 26.528

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 10.529
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 Most of the scholarly work to date on the religious, social and cultural frameworks within 

which the cycle operates has focused on its medieval lifespan; a (necessarily brief) overview of the 

most significant trends and theories emerging from this work is given here. The late medieval 

devotion to the body of Christ – both the physical suffering body crucified and the divine body of 

the Eucharist – was intense, probably the most obvious and striking aspect of medieval piety. Work 

on this is headed by scholars including Miri Rubin, Sarah Beckwith and Tony Corbett.  Beckwith 530

in particular has explored this concern with Christ’s body as it is manifested within the York Cycle, 

tracing issues of embodiment, sacramental theatre, and the corpus Christi as “the arena where social 

identity was negotiated, where the relationship of self and society, subjectivity and social process 

found a point of contact and conflict.”   531

 Much has also been made of the cycle both as a potential display of social unity and 

harmony, and the conspicuous lack thereof. Mervyn James  draws attention to the plays as a social 532

event of which the citizens of York could be proud.  Eric Paul Weissengruber claims that the 533

explicitly religious element of the plays “functions as the medium of a communal togetherness:”  534

members of the audience “may occupy different positions in the social hierarchy, but they are united 

through their shared use of a religious language that all users recognise as legitimate.”  Beckwith 535

suggests that the procession which preceded the cycle performance was an opportunity for unity as 

well as a reaffirmation of social hierarchy: 

The procession… made its way through the town, often symbolically 

linking… the cathedral to the market place, or the square, or the quarters of 

the city to each other, rank and status being defined by proximity to… the 

body of Christ [which] thus serves as a symbol of the unity of the 

 See Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 530

1991); Beckwith, Christ’s Body: Identity, Culture and Society in Late Medieval Writings (London, New York: 
Routledge, 1993); Corbett, The Laity, the Church and the Mystery Plays: A Drama of Belonging (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press, 2009).

 Beckwith, Christ’s Body, 22.531

 See James, “Ritual, Drama and Social Body.”532

 He also, however, traces in some detail internal tensions within the procession and performance of the play cycle.533

 Eric Paul Weissengruber, “The Corpus Christi Procession in Medieval York,” 118.534

 Ibid.535
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community. It also serves to reinforce social hierarchy, ritualizing it and 

sanctifying it.  536

Clifford Davidson explores the importance of the plays in establishing the unique identity of each 

participating guild and its corresponding niche in the economic life of the city: 

Ideally, each participating guild achieved a collective identity and place 

within the parade of plays through the city… In so doing, each guild 

maintained its role of presenting an essential fragment of sacred story, often 

a fragment also pointing to its social and economic role in the city as in the 

case of the Baker’s pageant of the Lord’s Supper.  537

Of course, assuming that the guilds always worked together in harmonious accord, fitting their 

individual sections of the scriptural story seamlessly together to form a coherent whole, is 

dangerously over-simplistic. Surviving civic records are clear that the different guilds sometimes 

clashed, each struggling to support its own superiority and importance. Concerned with their 

salvation, yes, but also with their earthly existence, they were interested in how they fitted into the 

earthly world as well as the spiritual one, and how they could better, and better display, that 

position.  

 Richard Beadle and Pamela King, in their introduction to York Mystery Plays: A Selection in 

Modern Spelling, dismiss as “a crude modern notion”  the suggestion that the allocation of plays 538

among the different guilds allowed the advertising or showcasing of their wares. Although they 

suggest instead that the assigning of the plays “probably had much to do with the idea of the 

sanctity of a craft’s daily labour, its part in the divine eternal scheme of things and the history of 

man’s salvation,”  it is not unreasonable to assume that, as in many cases the guilds’ handiwork 539

would have been on display, they wanted it to reflect them well. As for the plays as a civic event 

drawing in audiences from outlying towns and villages, this showcasing worked on at least two 

 Beckwith, Christ’s Body, 33-4.536

 Clifford Davidson, “York Guilds and the Corpus Christi Plays: Unwilling Participants?” Early Theatre 9, no. 2 537

(2006): 20.

 Beadle and King, introduction to York Mystery Plays, xvi.538

 Ibid.539
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levels: as testimony both “to the communal piety of the community”  and to their “resources of 540

ingenuity and surplus wealth.”  The performance of the medieval cycle was undoubtedly as 541

concerned with the secular as it was with the sacred, and as much with earthly society as with the 

spiritual realm. 

The Present Horizon: The 21st-century York Cycle 

 Today the plays still honour many of these roles, but the way in which the cycle fulfils them 

has changed. It has also taken on, and adapted to, new functions. As the religious, social and 

cultural framework within which the plays operate has changed, so too has the cycle itself. Every 

time it is performed it is moulded to the director’s particular vision,  but beyond this there has 542

been an overarching shift in how the cycle is perceived and for what purpose it is performed. 

Probably the biggest, and most obvious, change is the cycle’s religious function. This is not to 

suggest it has been lost entirely, as we shall see in Chapter 5. Nevertheless, although a religious 

element has certainly survived, the medieval notion of the plays as piety has undergone significant 

erosion. The idea of the cycle being performed primarily for the glory of God (“en honour & 

reuerence nostreseignour Iesu Crist…” ) has been almost entirely lost. The structured theological 543

concepts of the medieval cycle, centred around the corpus Christi and its attendant embedded issues 

of embodiment, hierarchy and community, vanished with the plays at the Reformation. Similarly, 

the cycle’s medieval role as a public, communal expression of faith has also disappeared, although 

traces of it lingered on in the earliest revivals.  544

 On the other hand, the medieval community-orientated impulse of the original cycle still 

holds today, albeit in a slightly different form, one which has lost the religious symbolism of the 

corpus Christi and its relation to the communal body and hierarchy. Nevertheless, it is in the local 

community that the York plays have settled into their current form and purpose. In York, if not yet 

in academia, the phrase ‘York mystery plays’ is now almost irrevocably linked to that of 

 James, “Ritual, Drama and Social Body,” 14.540

 Ibid.541

 A director is, of course, a very modern invention; the medieval cycle had no such thing. In this respect the waggon 542

productions are closer than fixed-placed stagings to medieval performance practice, although still there is always 
someone responsible for oversight of the production as a whole.

 Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 11.543

 As we saw in Chapter 1, the Church of England explicitly hoped that the 1951 Festival of Britain revival production 544

would encourage people back to church services.
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‘community theatre.’ Jane Gibson, chief executive of Make It York,  firmly if somewhat 545

paradoxically states that “nobody owns the Mystery Plays. Nobody in the country owns the Mystery 

Plays. They are owned by the community of York.”  She goes on to expound on “the importance 546

of everybody in York having a role in things that they own. The Mystery Plays are extremely 

democratic.”  To her – and to many others living or working in the city – the plays are the 547

“physical and intellectual manifestation of our culture and heritage in the streets or in the Minster 

and by York’s communities and by volunteering and participation being an absolute bedrock of 

culture. And it is our heritage.”  This being so, to her it is self-evident that the plays should be the 548

concern, responsibility and domain of the community. Many others agree. The mantra that the 

mystery plays are performed by the people, for the people has been repeated in York so often that it 

has become self-perpetuating. 

 One of the most striking aspects of the York plays and how they function within the local 

community is the extent to which they both rely on and attract volunteer commitment. For each 

production many, if not most, of those involved are working in an unpaid capacity (the proportion is 

higher for the waggon plays compared to fixed-place staging). The plays, and those responsible for 

producing them, rely heavily on this unpaid work in order to mount the performances. But in return 

they give back to those who offer their time and energy, enhancing the social and cultural life of the 

city on both a communal and individual level. Gibson, observing that “York has got a fantastic 

volunteering history,”  credits her own volunteer involvement with the plays as helping her to 549

settle into the city after relocating there: 

I had no way into the city because I wasn’t a mum and… I retired from 

running [my] business when I moved to York. So I didn’t know anybody 

and I found it quite difficult to fit in. And then I started to volunteer in the 

Mystery Plays 2012… and that really has catapulted me into the social and 

cultural life of York…. So I owe the Mystery Plays big time.  550

 Make It York’s purpose is to function as “the city’s destination management organisation and… to develop and 545

promote York” (Make It York, accessed February 18, 2019, http://www.makeityork.com/).

 Jane Gibson, interviewed by Melanie McLaughlan, undated, transcript available at “Interviews,” York Mystery Plays 546

Supporters Trust, accessed February 18, 2019, https://ympst.co.uk/the-interviews/. 

 Ibid.547

 Ibid. 548

 Ibid.549

 Ibid.550
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Others who volunteer on the plays also enthuse happily and at length on why they volunteer and 

what they get out of doing so. The well-documented  benefits of volunteering include learning 551

new skills,  making new social connections or strengthening established ones, the concept of 552

giving back to the community, a sense of purpose, fulfilment, and of belonging, and not least ‘it’s 

just fun.’ All of these apply to the York plays. The opportunities and benefits offered by 

volunteering with the mystery plays are not unique, but they are remarkable in sheer size and scope. 

Productions can involve literally hundreds of volunteers of all ages and backgrounds. They can also 

come from all over the world; the 2018 waggon plays involved people from as far away as 

Germany, the United States and New Zealand. One of the most crucial observations regarding the 

York plays, clichéd though it sounds, is that they really do help to unite the local York community. 

This aspect of the cycle has been re-constructed via a particular fusion of horizons actively engaged 

in by the modern-day people of York, in order to perceive, embrace and re-validate a strand of the 

original enterprise. 

 This is not to romanticise the cycle as some kind of magical force for social unity, nor to 

trivialise the inevitable tensions that arise within its performance. These tensions are often 

ideological, as in the divide between fixed-place and waggon staging – the latter more ‘authentic’ 

but the former often perceived in present-day York as more ‘traditional.’ However, tensions may 

also be more tangible. The previous chapter briefly raised the troubles attendant on the 2016 

Minster production, which actually succeeded more in alienating sections of the local community 

than galvanising them to celebration of the plays. With many aspects outsourced to professionals, 

the majority of whom had no particular connection with York or the play cycle, many locals 

reported feeling disenfranchised and disconnected from the production. With the waggon 

productions, on the other hand, although participating groups are drawn from within York, there is 

often a lack of communication and cohesion between them. Individual groups, often affiliated with, 

or under the patronage of, one of the surviving York guilds – of which more below – tend to expect 

or demand autonomous directorial control over ‘their’ pageants. This, combined with the fact that 

 See, for example, Angela Ellis Paine, Steven Howlett and Meta Zimmeck, Volunteering and Society in the 21st 551

Century (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Paul Dekker and Loek Halman, The Values of Volunteering: Cross-
Cultural Perspectives (Boston: Springer US, 2003); David Horton Smith, Robert A. Stebbins and Jurgen Grotz, eds, 
The Palgrave Handbook of Volunteering, Civic Participation, and Non-Profit Associations (Houndmills, Basingstoke, 
Hampshire ; New York, NY : Palgrave Macmillan 2016).

 The plays are sometimes touted as a forum for young amateur actors to gain experience and a footing on the 552

theatrical ladder before going on to bigger things. The most oft-cited example of this, never regaled without a note of 
pride, is that of Dame Judi Dench. Dench performed as an angel in the performances of 1951 and 1954 before making 
her professional debut, after her graduation from the Central School of Speech and Drama, as Mary in the 1957 
production.
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the pageants are rehearsed separately, each group controlling their own rehearsal schedule, can 

cause a headache for the overall director or whoever is in charge of ensuring that the waggons are 

co-ordinated in performance. It can also contribute to a lack of coherent directorial vision; with 

groups working independently, the individual pageants usually differ wildly in style, presentation 

and quality of performance. This is not necessarily for the worse; for many audiences, this 

unevenness is a point of charm, and it does help ensure that most people will find something 

somewhere in the performance that they relate to and enjoy. Still, others will report that the different 

elements of the performance jar.  

As the waggon tradition has taken hold, a pattern has emerged of the same groups generally 

taking the same plays over and over again across the different productions. This can also be a 

potential cause of tension. Groups and guilds tend to become attached to ‘their’ pageant and self-

identify with it, which in turn means that they often repeat the pageant from production to 

production in much the same style and format. This is especially so if – as most of them do – they 

have the waggon, scenery, property and costumes stored ready to hand from earlier outings. Thus, 

particular pageants – Creation, the Crucifixion, Doomsday – roll out in almost exactly the same way 

time after time. This is not necessarily a drawback of the production as a whole. Rather as people 

celebrate Christmas the same way year after year, many audience members will look out for these 

well-known pageants, enjoying the element of tradition and familiarity they bring. This in itself 

reproduces the medieval situation and is thus a very concrete instance of a fusion of past and 

present horizons. However, if this staging does not fit with the pageant master’s  overall vision, a 553

battle of wills can ensue. Nevertheless, as a whole and despite the inevitable problems and clashing 

opinions inherent upon any theatrical production, the cycle in performance does generally succeed 

quite extraordinarily in bringing members of the local community together, giving them a sense of 

shared purpose and an occasion of communal pride. In this it still reproduces its medieval origins. 

 Although fixed place stagings of the cycle dominated the cycle’s early revival period, these, 

as we have seen, do not have a medieval antecedent in York. Over the past twenty-five years or so,  

however, two separate but parallel traditions for performing the plays have grown up in York: 

waggon productions alongside fixed-place stagings. Since 1998, waggon productions have come 

under the auspices of the York Festival Trust, the self-proclaimed ‘guardians of the mystery 

 This was the title given to Tom Straszewski for the 2018 waggon production.553
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plays,’  and have been reliably staged at four-yearly intervals. In its own words, the York Festival 554

Trust, 

through the Wagons Plays Board, looks after the core planning and oversees 

associated financial, legal, technical and logistical issues. It employs a 

professional pageant master, director of music, and an events manager to 

produce the quadrennial plays and liaises with hundreds of enthusiastic 

amateurs from the Guilds, local schools, church communities and community 

theatre groups.  555

The fixed-place productions of 2012 and 2016 introduced another four-yearly cycle, intersecting on 

intervening even years with the waggon plays. Whether this model of operation will prove feasible 

to maintain long-term remains to be seen. The waggon plays’ four-yearly tradition is now well-

established, but though the 2012 fixed-place production was successful the 2016 Minster one was, 

as we have seen, not. According to the pattern so far established, the next fixed-place production 

should occur in 2020. At the September 2018 waggon production those I spoke to regarding the 

possibility of a 2020 fixed-place staging (or, widening the remit slightly, a production that is not 

waggon-based) were hopeful that it would occur but extremely vague regarding practicalities. In 

July 2019 the York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust (hereafter YMPST) “report[ed] that it currently 

seems unlikely that there will be a large scale community production of the Mystery Plays in 

2020.”  At time of writing (December 2019), with no further announcement made, it now seems 556

certain that a 2020 staging of the cycle will not occur. However, in March 2019 the YMPST 

announced plans for a Nativity play, based on the York pageant, to be performed at the end of the 

year, expressing a hope that this would continue annually and become in time part of the established 

mystery play tradition within York. This is definitely going ahead for 2019 at least, directed by 

Philip Parr.  557

 “Guardians of the Mystery Plays – York Festival Trust,” York Mystery Plays, accessed March 19, 2019, https://554

www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/york-festival-trust/.

 Ibid.555

 Phil Turner, Membership Secretary for York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust, 2019-2020 membership renewal letter, 556

July 2, 2019. 

 See “A Nativity For York,” York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust, accessed October 30, 2019, https://ympst.co.uk/557

york-nativity/. For comparative purposes, see also the Aldermaston York Nativity in Berkshire, performed every year 
since 1957 using a text initially prepared by E. Martin Browne in the 1930s for parish Christmas plays (see Chapter 1) 
and then revised after the 1951 Festival performance (Aldermaston York Nativity Play, accessed October 30, 2019, 
http://aldermastonnativity.co.uk/).
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 The two most recent productions of the York plays, the 2016 fixed-place staging and the 

2018 waggons, offer a logical starting point for comparing how these two performance models 

operate, how they are structured, the points of contact in their versions of the medieval and points of 

divergence, how each functions within the wider community and the local York theatrical scene. To 

take the last point first, York has, for a relatively small city, several flourishing theatrical societies. 

Many of these, often working in partnership with each other and with other civic groups, are closely 

associated with the mystery plays. Making up a theatrical triad, York Theatre Royal (the largest 

professional company), Riding Lights and Pilot Theatre have all built strong links with the mystery 

plays. Riding Lights has a particularly strong focus on community outreach and involvement, 

including an active youth section, which in March 2018 produced It’s A Mystery, a modern retelling 

based on three of the original pageants and performed entirely by children under 15. Such non-

traditional, innovative re-imaginings of the plays help keep them in York’s theatrical consciousness 

in the ‘off seasons’ between the larger, more established fixed-place or waggon productions. A close 

symbiotic relationship exists between the mystery plays and the wider York theatrical scene: each 

feeds into and influences the other. The 2013 York Theatre Royal production Blood and Chocolate, 

performed in the city streets with a cast 180-strong (mixing, as the mystery play productions often 

do, professional and non-professional actors) and backed by around six hundred volunteers, was 

directly inspired by outdoor productions of the mystery plays. The York Shakespeare Project, which 

aims to perform in York over a twenty-year period all of Shakespeare’s plays, was formed in 2000 

by several people who, having been keenly involved in the Millennium Production of the mystery 

plays, found themselves at a loose end once the production was over.  

 Permeating theatrical activity in York, the plays extend too into other aspects of the city’s 

cultural and social life. York St John University remains involved with most productions, as does 

Visit York, the city’s tourism development agency, and the York Museums Trust. Meanwhile the 

YMPST, though founded primarily to raise awareness of the plays and promote their performance, 

has evolved into being the “stewards”  of the plays and to being a point of liaison between other 558

participating groups across the various productions. Though each differs slightly in aim, purpose 

and its connection to the plays, all these groups would claim to have one thing in common: the 

people who, loving the plays and proud of the heritage and tradition encapsulated in them, work to 

keep them alive. Overseen by the York Festival Trust, all were involved to a significant extent with 

the 2018 waggon plays, along with church groups, other dramatic societies, music societies, and the 

 “A Nativity For York.”558
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surviving York guilds (of which more below). The 2016 production was much more centralised 

(under the York Minster Mystery Plays Board), but still more than thirty York groups or individuals 

warranted a mention in the ‘with thanks’ section of the programme. Thus, the medieval structure 

and purpose of the guild system has been reproduced, using different instrumentalities but 

ultimately performing the same function. In this way the modern structures of the city are mapped 

onto the template provided by the medieval model. Modern-day waggon productions echo the guild 

system in that each pageant is the responsibility of a different party, and these parties must liaise 

together if the production is to be successful; they must also have a shared understanding of what 

the production is trying to achieve and work towards that aim. In a fixed-place performance, the 

different elements of production – acting, costuming, scenery, music, lighting – must fit together to 

form a harmonious whole. More generally, the plays rely on the wider York community, for 

funding, sponsorship, advertising, audiences and much more besides. This is especially true of the 

waggon plays, whose funding is usually significantly more precarious. In addition, the sheer size, 

scale and physically wide-ranging scope of these productions mean that the goodwill and backing 

of the local community is particularly important. 

Medievalism and the York Plays 

 Recent scholarly debate on the York cycle’s contemporary function and purpose is lacking, 

partly because academic focus and interest seems to have shifted away from the plays, a gap this 

thesis seeks to address. Using Gadamer’s theoretical understanding of the past as requiring 

continuous dialogue between past and present, resulting in a complex compromise negotiating the 

fusion of the two different horizons, is one way of re-opening debate. Another is through 

medievalism, a field where current theories and trends may offer useful commentary on the plays. 

The cycle in contemporary performance has, until now, never been examined from this angle. 

However, the discourse around medievalism offers insight into some of the motivations behind 

modern production of the cycle. In its interrogation of our relationship with the past and how this is 

re-imagined it is also a specific case, with its own developed protocols of address and critique, of 

Gadamer’s more general hermeneutics. 

 The current academic approach to medievalism was first opened up by Leslie Workman in 

the 1970s. Medievalism is defined by him as “the study of the Middle Ages, the application of 

medieval models to contemporary needs, and the inspiration of the Middle Ages in forms of art and 
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thought.”  It is a definition that is by necessity loose and wide, for medievalism is multi-559

disciplinary in its approach and wide-ranging in its compass of time, place and space. David 

Matthews, in his Medievalism: A Critical History, speaks wryly of the “unstoppable flow of 

medievalisms which quickly becomes apparent to anyone who chooses to work on them,”  and it 560

is true that venturing into this field can swiftly become overwhelming. However, the cycle in 

post-1951 performance touches upon many of medievalism’s hallmark concerns: culture, 

temporality, spatiality, even (thinking back to the previous chapter) globalisation. The play cycle in 

modern performance demonstrably reimagines the Middle Ages for new times, new places, new 

audiences, new purposes.  

 Workman and other scholars including David Mills, Stephanie Trigg and Louise D’Arcens 

are all concerned with postmedieval representations of the Middle Ages. D’Arcens and Andrew 

Lynch, editors of International Medievalism and Popular Culture, are particularly interested in 

what they call the “long and diverse range of practices in which postmedieval societies have 

reached for the Middle Ages to explain, signify, narrate, comment on, and even transform 

modernity.”  To explore all the variations of medievalism in relation to the York plays is beyond 561

the scope of this thesis, although such work could usefully be attempted in the future, particularly 

with regard to temporality and the cycle’s handling of time.  Nevertheless this chapter, and by 562

extension the entire thesis, is interested in how the contemporary performance of the York cycle 

functions as one of the “long and diverse range of practices”  using the medieval in modern 563

society. Arguably, the revival of a quasi-guild participatory structure of collective volunteerism 

around the cycle productions has in effect transformed the contemporary condition of York and its 

identity in a significant way for the city’s community. Moreover, the plays today certainly “explain, 

signify, narrate [and] comment on… modernity.” When Philip Breen speaks of the plays in relation 

to climate change or the refugee crisis, or Susan Carter of an Asian Christ and issues of racism (see 

below), they are responding to this aspect of the modern cycle. Any modern production of the York 

plays must deal with this issue of “transform[ing] modernity” – or, to think of it the other way 

 Leslie J. Workman, “Editorial,” Studies in Medievalism 3, no. 1 (1987), 1.559

 David Matthews, Medievalism: A Critical History (Cambridge: DS Brewer, 2015), 183.560

 Louise D’Arcens and Andrew Lynch, eds, introduction to International Medievalism and Popular Culture (New 561

York: Cambria Press, 2014), xi.

 Stephanie Trigg’s “Medievalism and Theories of Temporality,” though it does not mention the York plays, opens up 562

several avenues of thought which could usefully be explored in relation to the cycle. See this chapter in The Cambridge 
Companion to Medievalism, edited by Louise D’Arcens (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 2019): 196-209.

 Ibid.563
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round, with transforming the medieval for modernity. Yet at the same time it must also represent the 

medieval within modern practice and for modern purposes. This is yet another duality of the York 

cycle: its medievality must be negotiated, explored and presented in a way that modern audiences 

can understand and make sense of. Yet what those audiences often demand is the ‘authentic 

medieval.’ 

 The case of the York guilds is one of the most important examples of the way in which the 

medieval of the original cycle has been taken up and re-purposed for modern times before then 

being re-presented as the ‘medieval.’ Several of the original medieval guilds actually do exist today, 

albeit in somewhat vague or ghostly form. However, like the mystery plays themselves, the guild 

tradition did not survive unbroken from the Middle Ages to the current day. The York Corpus 

Christi Guild, one of the city’s largest and most important guilds, lasted only to 1546, a victim – 

like the plays – of the Reformation. Several of the craft and manufacturing guilds lingered on before 

falling into irreversible decline with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, whose mechanisation 

and centralisation of labour effectively wiped out the necessity for the old guild structure. A couple 

of hundred years later, in the wake of the Festival of Britain and its emphasis on heritage, tradition, 

and the reclamation and revitalisation of the past, some of the old guilds began to reform (the Guild 

of Building  was the first, in 1954). Their revival, although it began slightly later, thus runs 564

parallel with that of the plays, with similar motivating impulses behind each.  However, modern 565

guilds and modern plays would not converge until Jane Oakshott’s 1998 waggon production. 

 The medieval guild function as a highly organised system of manufacture, quality control 

and teaching clearly no longer holds. Instead their role now seems to sit somewhere between a 

social organisation (after the manner of a club) and a professional or semi-professional association. 

Seven of the original medieval guilds claim to re-exist in York today, although they do not 

necessarily involve the same trades or orientations. They are listed here under their modern titles: 

the Guild of Building, the Gild of Freemen, the Company of Cordwainers, the Company of 

Merchant Taylors, the Guild of Scriveners, the Butchers Gild (also listed as the Company of 

Butchers), and the Company of Merchant Adventurers. To this collection a completely new guild, 

the Guild of Media Arts, was added in 2016. This latter defines its purpose as “the lifelong 

 This, however, did not exist as such in the Middle Ages. Instead it is a consolidation of various modern-day 564

descendants of medieval professions under one organisation.

 See Chapter 2: in the aftermath of the Second World War, these included a return to what was perceived as the 565

stability and orderliness of the past, re-claiming and re-purposing these for a post-war future.
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custodian of York’s designation as a UNESCO City of Media Arts.”  Although painting, 566

illumination or engraving could perhaps be counted as medieval media arts, the logic behind the 

decision to establish and promote a specific guild identity around this modern-day concept is not 

immediately apparent. Nor is it explained anywhere on the guild website, although this does define 

media arts “simply as a space where creativity and technology meet.”  At a pinch a case could be 567

made for this also applying to the original medieval craft guilds, which, pre-mechanisation, used 

available technology in combination with creativity in its most literal sense – the creation or 

formation of an end product. The modern-day guilds do clearly provide social and professional 

associations intended to support the community of their practitioners, and to promote 

understanding, interest and education in their fields; to this extent they do take up some of the roles 

that the medieval guilds performed. Arguably, however, the original medieval guilds have been 

reduced to a label or moniker, the name adhered to as a marker of tradition, heritage or prestige. 

Direct enquiries as to why it was felt necessary or desirable to attach the guild label were answered 

by Chris Bailey, Clerk of the Guild. He indicated a Ruskinian concern: “the intention to reform 

social structures through good work.”  This self-identified (and crucially self-aware) link with 568

Ruskin’s aims and ideals is worth exploring further.  

 John Ruskin (1819-1900), of an era which tended to hearken back to the Middle Ages 

through distinctly rose-tinted nostalgia, was arguably one of the first medievalists. His Guild of St 

George, founded in 1871, aimed to re-create his idealised image of medieval society’s ordered 

consonance in a modern, industrialised context. This guild still exists today, now functioning as a 

charitable education trust “for arts, crafts and the rural economy[…], tr[ying] to put Ruskin’s ideas 

into practice in the modern world.”  For its part, the Guild of Media Arts self-consciously draws a 569

line directly between the Great East Window in York Minster, the fourteenth-century work of John 

Thornton, and the work of contemporary “creative and IT companies”  including Revolution 570

Games, Viridian FX, Bright White and Stage One. As Ruskin was, the Guild of Media Arts is 

intensely interested (and invested) in the link between old and new, ancient and modern, and with 

how the past informs, and is re-formed in, the present. As the Festival of Britain did, and as 

 “The Annunciation and Visitation,” York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme (York Festival Trust, 2018), no page 566

numbers.

 “About,” Guild of Media Arts, accessed March 5, 2019, https://www.guildofmediaarts.com/about.  567

 Chris Bailey, email to Eleanor Bloomfield, March 5, 2019.568

 “About the Guild of St George,” Guild of St George, accessed March 19, 2019, https://www.guildofstgeorge.org.uk/569

about.

 Bailey, email to Bloomfield.570
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performances of the mystery plays do now, the guild remembers the past in order to look to the 

future. Bailey wrote that “[a]s a Guild we play our part in the traditions as best we can, processions, 

ceremonies and of course, producing a ‘waggon play’ every four years. We did our first last 

year.”  571

 The waggon play he is referring to is the Annunciation and Visitation pageant. As already 

noted, Jane Oakshott was the first, back in 1998, to involve the surviving York guilds in a 

production of the mystery plays. She was clearly successful in revitalising guild interest in the plays 

as well as reviving a sense of proprietorship, because the guilds have remained heavily involved in 

all successive waggon productions. Despite Jane Gibson asserting that “nobody owns the mystery 

plays,”  the modern guilds clearly do have a sense of owning ‘their’ pageant. The same guild will 572

(generally) present the same play in each different production. Ever since Oakshott’s production, 

the guilds – both collectively and individually – have staked a claim to ‘their’ pageant and to the 

mystery plays as a whole, deliberately and self-consciously asserting this. In 1998 and again in 

2018, where a guild did not have the necessary resources, capabilities, or desire to stage the pageant 

itself, another group (often a church group) was found to do the donkey work – but the pageant was 

presented by this group on behalf of (my emphasis) the guild, the guild retaining its identity with 

the pageant and also signalling its symbolic authority over it. A few of the guilds also promote their 

associations with the mystery plays through their websites. The York Butchers Gild has a page  573

dedicated to a reasonably detailed and accurate history of the plays. The websites for the Guild of 

Scriveners and the Company of Cordwainers, before these became inaccessible due to an expired 

server, also each had such a page. 

The York Plays and the Search For the Medieval 

 Gadamer finds in hermeneutics, “the art of interpretation,”  a “form of repressed 574

knowledge and understanding abruptly curtailed by the procedures of modernity.”  Although it has 575

not previously been expressed in these terms, any staging of the plays in post-medieval performance 

requires the adoption of a hermeneutic position somewhere between an historically-based, or 

 Ibid.571

 Gibson, interviewed by McLaughlin.572

 “The Mystery Plays,” The York Gild of Butchers, accessed October 29, 2019, http://www.yorkbutchersgild.co.uk/the-573

mystery-plays.html.

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 44.574

 Ibid.575
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historically-informed, recreation and a creative response unfettered by questions of medieval 

practical reality. Arguably the 1950s revivals started at the latter end of the scale before shifting 

back to the other end with the academically-driven staging experiments of the 1970s, ’80s, and 

early ’90s. Now, as the academic lens has shifted away from the plays, the pendulum is swinging 

back again, the cycle is coming full circle, and recent productions are again prioritising other 

performative aspects over exploration of medieval actualities. However, where 1950s productions 

rejected the medieval because it was incompatible with the prevailing culture at the time, more 

recent productions are arguably simply more concerned with the present and future than with the 

past. 

 Nevertheless, they often remain self-consciously eager to retain, incorporate or claim some 

element of the ‘medieval.’ This underscores Gadamer’s assertion that in hermeneutic understanding, 

“what is kept, the tradition”  – here the medieval – “is not unchanging and frozen in the past but 576

constantly making its claim upon the present and the future.”  The York Guild of Building, for 577

example, which for the last several waggon productions has been responsible for the Creation 

pageant, explicitly strives for the ‘medieval,’ using for the waggon and its scenery “techniques 

which would be available to the original medieval crew.”  Vivienne Faull, former Dean of York  578 579

and an ardent supporter of the mystery plays, was asked whether she thought that “medieval 

interpretations should definitely be retained… as opposed to a more post-modern interpretation.” To 

this she replied, “I do actually.”  She then drew a parallel between the plays and the recent 580

resurgence of interest in English cathedral shrines, citing St Alban’s shrine just north of London, the 

tomb of St David in Pembrokeshire, shrines at Hereford Cathedral and York Minster’s own shrine 

of St William of York. Of popular interest in these, linking it with popular interest in the mystery 

plays, she suggests, 

we are seeing a very strong trend towards people coming in and seeing this 

place as a profoundly spiritual place. The shrines are the focus of that 

spirituality and become the heart of the building, and that’s very powerful. 

 Ibid., 25.576

 Ibid.577

 “Creation to the Fifth Day,” York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.578

 She was Dean from 2012 to 2018, thus overseeing the 2016 Minster production.579

 Vivenne Faull, interviewed by Melanie McLaughlan, undated, transcript available at “Interviews,” York Mystery 580

Plays Supporters Trust, accessed February 18, 2019, https://ympst.co.uk/the-interviews/. 
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And these are all pre-Reformation things, so alongside telling the stories of 

the bible in the vernacular you’ve also got a going back to this sense of the 

world being inhabited by spiritual beings as well as physical beings. So 

those two things from the medieval period are actually coming back into 

force, and that has been very surprising to all the scholars who expected 

there to be a much more secularising approach!  581

 Overlooking for the moment the irony of a high-ranking Dean of the Anglican church 

enthusiastically embracing – if not actively endorsing – pre-Reformation Catholic devotion, there is 

clearly a strong faction supportive of the plays as ‘the medieval.’ This, however, is in performance 

practice often only loosely applied. Often, too, it is driven more by what audiences expect than by 

the director’s vision. In general, most audiences seem to expect the plays to be ‘medieval.’ They are 

attracted by the element of tradition and heritage embedded within the cycle, especially if they have 

attended performances across several years or even generations, the plays becoming part of their 

own family or community traditions. Directors wanting to experiment with the plays, introducing 

innovation or boldness, are frequently hampered by this expectation. Ensuing compromise between 

directors’ visions and audiences’ expectations often results in neither side being completely 

satisfied. Frequently the ‘medieval’ in modern productions of the plays ends up as the ‘faux-

medieval,’ with elements often touted as authentically medieval actually only vaguely medievally-

inspired. This in turns annoys all those people who actually have a thorough research-based 

working knowledge of medieval costume, or music, or language, or waggon design, or acting style, 

or whatever their own particular area of expertise is.  

 Then there are those who rightly point out that ‘medieval’ – even when limited specifically 

to the English context – is an unwieldy term, encompassing a huge time frame  in which 582

language, culture, and tradition were constantly evolving. In terms of the York plays, their recorded 

medieval production history spans almost two hundred years, or eight generations. The ‘medieval’ 

 Ibid.581

 The European ‘medieval,’ or Middle Ages, is generally accepted as falling between the fifth and fifteenth centuries, 582

or between the final collapse of the Western Roman Empire and the beginning of the Renaissance. In the English 
context the date of 1485 (the death of the last Plantagenet king, Richard III, and the successive establishment of the 
Tudor dynasty) is sometimes taken as marking the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the Early Modern 
period. Either way, given that the York plays were performed until the mid-sixteenth century, a not insignificant 
proportion of their so-called ‘medieval’ lifespan actually falls within the Early Modern period.
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label tends to be slapped onto the cycle without due consideration of its complexity.  Even 583

allowing for a rate of change and development much slower than that following the Industrial 

Revolution, the York cycle of 1376 (the earliest recorded medieval performance) must have been 

significantly different from the one of 1569 (the last recorded pre-modern performance). So if you 

want to produce a ‘medieval’ performance of the York plays, which ‘medieval’ do you pick? 

Usually the result is a jumble of compromises. This is not a newly modern phenomenon; as we have 

seen, Martin Browne’s 1951 version was guilty of exactly the same thing. Yet, inevitably, trying to 

recreate the authentically medieval is ultimately a futile operation; any production must 

acknowledge this and work out how to address it. Gadamer’s approach offers a way of doing this. If 

a performance is not correctly ‘medieval,’ it is not to suggest it is ipso facto not valid. In Gadamer’s 

terms, it is precisely within this negotiation of the medieval and the modern that understanding and 

meaning occur. 

Competing Medievalisms  

 The two parallel staging methods – waggon and fixed-place – have readily identifiable 

points of contact. Beyond the obvious fact that they are dealing with the same text and source 

material, chief among these are the motivating impulses of tradition, heritage, the sense of keeping 

the plays alive, and the celebration of something that is uniquely and identifiably York’s. The use of 

large community casts is also an obvious shared factor. However, they also have important points of 

difference or divergence, both in their presentation and in how they are perceived. Each works in 

different ways to achieve slightly different ends, and as the parallel traditions have developed each 

side has assumed, or had imposed on it, its own identity. 

 Fixed-place productions are generally regarded by audiences as more ‘professional’ than the 

waggons. Whether or not this is true across all productions, it was in 2016/2018. The 2016 Minster 

production had professional (for which read paid) staff working across areas such as direction, 

script writing, lighting, sound, design, properties and costume, with a professional actor (Philip 

McGinley) playing Christ. The 2018 waggons utilised a professional director (Tom Straszewski) in 

the role of pageant master, responsible for overseeing the production as a whole in association with 

a producer (Roger Lee) and event manager (Ben Pugh). Below this, all contribution to the 

individual pageants – direction, cast, crew, costume, design, waggon construction and so on – was 

 The Guild of Building referred to above, for example, do not explain which “original medieval crew” (“Creation to 583

the Fifth Day,” York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme) they take as their guide. Is it the crew of 1376, or does the 
“original” somehow encompass the entire pre-revival history of the cycle?
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on a voluntary, unpaid basis (although each group had access to a small production budget). 

Consequently, the proportion of people attending the plays as a theatrical event rather than out of 

specific interest in the mysteries or to support the cast and crew was much higher for the Minster 

production than for the waggons. Fixed-place productions are also usually more effectively 

publicised (often because they have a bigger budget which may stretch to a dedicated press officer) 

and receive much more press coverage, managing to garner critics’ reviews from several national 

newspapers. By contrast, the waggon plays are much more likely to be both marketed and attended 

as an in-house affair, more amateur in production, with the community element played up even 

more strongly than for the fixed-place stagings. 

 The two staging forms also differ widely in their presentations of the medieval; in this the 

waggon and guild systems prove a crucial and intriguing point of difference, one that bears further 

investigation. Fixed-place stagings tend to focus on dramatising the pomp, spectacle and pageantry 

of medieval theatre. There is medieval or early modern precedent for this both within the York cycle 

itself – several of the pageants, particularly Doomsday and probably the entire Passion sequence, 

were clearly intended to be spectacular, showy affairs – and from wider contemporary theatre and 

stagecraft, both English and Continental. However, audiences almost unanimously regard the 

waggon stagings as more medievally ‘authentic.’ Even when the waggon design is clearly non-

medieval (what medieval wainwrights would have given for rubber tyres!), or the processional 

staging not actually utilising any of the streets on the medieval route (enter very modern health and 

safety concerns), the simple fact that the waggons are used is for many people medieval enough. 

 Certainly the waggons seem to capture audience imaginations in ways that fixed-place 

stagings definitely do not. Possibly this is due partly to the fact that for a general audience the 

processional waggon staging is relatively – if not very – unusual. It is also unfamiliar, so that 

audiences are less likely to assess critically the accuracy, or otherwise, of its presentation of the 

medieval. People also seem to imbue the waggons with a rudimentary, rustic charm or simplicity – 

rather as Ruskin was guilty of doing with wider medieval society – and equate this with the 

‘medieval.’ One of the most tantalising responses to the 2018 audience survey was simply “More 

authentic [than] Chester Plays. Really enjoyed – particularly Creation.”  Frustratingly, it does not 584

elaborate on exactly what the respondent found ‘authentic.’ But given the reference to the Creation 

pageant, coupled with that to Chester (presumably the June/July 2018 production in Chester 

Cathedral), it would seem to be the use of the ‘traditional,’ ‘medieval’ waggon staging. Several 

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey. This was disseminated both in paper form at all three performances, and 584

online. It captured 75 responses, probably at best only around 10% of total audience numbers.
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other responses also positively singled out the waggons and outdoor processional staging for 

commentary, one going so far as to call it a “vast improvement on awful high-tech effort in 

cathedral”  [the 2016 Minster production]. 585

 Clearly, audiences respond to the ‘medieval,’ the perceived ‘authentic.’ This is actually a  

significant factor drawing audiences to the modern plays, particularly attractive to those from 

outside the United Kingdom whose countries do not have such a strong medieval or historical 

heritage, and specifically – if audiences at the 2018 waggon plays are a fair representative – to those 

from North America. Although the majority of audiences for this production came from either York 

or from elsewhere within the UK, a small but significant minority travelled from overseas 

specifically to attend the plays, and of this by far the largest sub-group was North American. Some, 

academics in literature or drama, came out of professional interest; others with a more generic 

interest in medieval history and heritage, enthusing, “Medieval plays in a medieval market, what 

could be better!”  The medieval market referred to is the Shambles, where the plays were actually 586

never performed during their medieval performance history. But for this spectator, historical 

accuracy was of little consequence. They found somewhere within the play performance and in its 

setting what they came to seek: a ‘medieval.’ 

  

 The medieval has proven to be good business for York. If the plays rely on the community in 

order to survive, to suggest that York in turn relies on the plays for its social, cultural and economic 

livelihood is an overstatement, but one that has an element of truth to it. The plays do benefit the 

city in these capacities. It is the extent to which they do this that is difficult to judge accurately. 

Though comprehensive data are kept on overall tourist numbers to York by organisations such as 

Visit York and Visit Britain, statistical evidence on how many people come to York specifically to 

see the mystery plays is hard to come by. For the 2018 waggon plays, the only recent production for 

which I have been able to access hard data on visitor numbers and source locations, more than 60% 

answered as non-York residents, either coming in to the city for the day (23%) or staying overnight 

(39.2%). This was from an audience questionnaire which admittedly captured only a small 

proportion of the total audience. It does, however, prove – and anecdotal evidence supports this – 

that people will travel to York expressly or primarily to see the plays performed – just as they did in 

the Middle Ages – and that this has beneficial effects for the city’s tourism industry. The modern-

day concept of the tourism industry may not have existed as such in the Middle Ages, but a 

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey.585

 Anonymous audience member to Eleanor Bloomfield, September 12, 2018.586
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recognition that the plays attracted visitors to the city and that this was good for business clearly 

did. 

 The plays are also valuable to York in that they have become, in the decades since the 

Festival of Britain revival, a readily-recognisable element of its social and cultural identity, which 

can in turn raise the city’s profile and draw in yet more visitors. No other modern English city has 

been as successful in maintaining links and identity with their medieval plays and adapting these to 

twenty-first century use. This is partly grounded in sheer luck, stemming from the fact that the York 

play cycle is the fullest and most complete example of medieval English civic drama to survive to 

the present day. But the shorter Chester cycle also survived relatively intact and, like the York cycle, 

was revived at the Festival of Britain to similar pomp, fanfare and critical acclaim. Yet today the 

Chester plays have a far lower profile than the York ones, and they have not become ingrained in 

the city’s cultural identity to anywhere near the same extent. In this practicalities and logistics 

would seem to play a significant role: Chester’s population is less than half of York’s, which makes 

mounting full-scale productions, always a daunting task, even more so. Where York has had the 

population, resources and opportunity to experiment with both fixed-place and waggon staging, 

Chester has been less successful in this regard, not only because of the smaller population but 

because of natural factors like the great British weather. Chester is on the west side of the country, 

where throughout the year the weather is wet, windy and unreliable; York, on the eastern side of the 

Pennines, is slightly drier and more settled. Because of this, Chester tends to focus on large-scale 

fixed-place productions performed every five years, while in York two parallel traditions have 

grown up – fixed place and waggon productions, each roughly on a four-year cycle alternating at a 

two-year interval. A vital difference between these two models is that the Chester plays have time 

between productions to sink out of the communal consciousness, whereas the York plays are always 

relatively fresh either in remembrance or in looking forward to the next production. Consequently, 

this means that the York model also favours better retention of knowledge and skills relating to the 

plays. 

 Finally, regionalism and local patriotism may also play a role in ensuring the dominance of 

the modern York cycle over Chester’s. Though this has never been formally articulated in relation to 

the York plays, an awareness of it, and of how the plays form an unspoken part of this discourse, 

should inform discussion of the plays and their place in the community. Local pride remains today 

ingrained in York and in the wider county. Yorkshire – sometimes nicknamed ‘God’s own 
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country’  – has long had a reputation for this. For centuries York has claimed the moniker of ‘the 587

capital of the North,’ stemming from Edward I’s decision to hold Parliament in York in 1314, 1318 

and 1322 during his Scottish war. For the medieval Parliament to convene outside Westminster was 

actually not uncommon – Leicester, Coventry, Reading, Bury St Edmunds and Winchester were 

also used at various points during the fifteenth century. However, York has very successfully 

capitalised on its position as one of England’s oldest and most historic cities. The fact that it is one 

of only two English metropolitan archdioceses,  which has always been an important feature of 588

the city’s political landscape, has no doubt contributed to this. Moreover, unlike the Midland cities, 

of which Chester is arguably one,  York is and always has been very clearly northern, its identity 589

explicitly crafted as such and often defiantly cast to contrast with London and the south. The 

Midlands, by contrast, do not have a focal point functioning for this region as York does for the 

north – certainly not in Chester – and, as one inhabitant expressed it, the north-south divide is 

“something that only the north and the south care about… each one says [the Midlands are] the 

other but no one in the Midlands argues either way.”  The mystery plays, and particularly the 590

waggon plays, fit particularly well with the image Yorkshire likes to project of itself and its 

inhabitants as ingenious, down-to-earth and fiercely proud of the county and its heritage. 

Beyond The Medieval: Towards a Fusion of Horizons 

 Despite the pervasive ongoing concern with the medieval, directors are increasingly 

agitating to present the plays not just as an historical curiosity concerned primarily with the 

upholding of tradition, but as living theatre whose purpose is to illuminate and comment on the 

present. Philip Breen, director of the 2016 Minster production, wrote at the time, 

We return to these Plays again and again because they are asking the most 

profound questions about who we are, where we are going and what it 

means to be alive. In the image of the crucifixion, we can reflect on (for 

example) the idea that through suffering – either physical or mental – one is 

 Although there are several other locations around the UK, Ireland and other parts of the globe which also claim this 587

moniker!

 The other, of course, being Canterbury.588

 The borders are (and always have been) fluid. Chester, which is not far from the Welsh border, is placed variously in 589

the West Midlands or the southern North-West. 

 David van Kroonenburg to Eleanor Bloomfield, March 3, 2019.590
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literally changed…. You can’t do… [the] argument between Noah and Mrs. 

Noah that runs ‘There’s a massive flood coming,’ ‘No there isn’t…’ without 

thinking about contemporary debates around climate change. And how 

could you approach the slaughter of the innocents in which children’s lives 

are being wiped out to achieve ruthless political ends and not think about 

the recent images of refugees from war torn parts of the Middle East and 

dead children being washed up on foreign shores?  591

The Harrowing of Hell pageant for the 2018 waggon plays mixed the modern with the medieval, 

the musician dressed in fourteenth-century robes but playing blues with an electric guitar, the devils 

“represent[ing] sins identified by [the] actors, ranging from drunkenness and greed to pollution and 

cyber bullying.”  The programme notes stated “[a]s a community of actors with diverse religions, 592

outlooks, and backgrounds, we have found our own questions and choices in this ancient story, and 

hope that you will too.”  Often audiences have their strongest reactions to dramatic moments such 593

as these, where past and present co-exist within the play. The juxtaposition of old and new jars, 

jolting audiences into the realisation that these centuries-old plays can and do have much to say 

regarding not only one time but two: the medieval period out of which they were born and the 

modern present in which they are still performed. Thus Breen found reflected in the medieval text a 

concern for the environment and the loss of innocent life. Susan Carter, who witnessed the 1998 

Toronto production, saw in the casting of a young Asian man as Christ for the Scourging pageant a 

metaphor for cultural racism, an oblique criticism of the ugly tropes of ‘Yellow Peril’ and ‘blame 

the Chinese’ still haunting much of Western society today.  594

 Apart from offering commentary on the current times, the cycle’s inherent flexibility of time 

itself is both its great paradox and its great potential. Both embedded in the medieval time and 

existing outside it, what Gadamer would view as the ‘fusion’ or reconcilement of these two 

horizons “is ultimately an aspiration; it can never be fully achieved or finally completed.”  As 595

Lawn notes, “[t]he suggestion that an easy accommodation of one horizon by the other with settled 

 Philip Breen, “Director’s Vision,” York Minster Mystery Plays 2016 Programme, 39.591

 “The Harrowing of Hell,” York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.592

 Ibid.593

 Susan Carter, conversation with Eleanor Bloomfield, November 2, 2017.594

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 66.595
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harmony and complete agreement ensuing is very far from Gadamer’s intention.”  However, 596

“despite never achieving total transparency of understanding with each other the need for 

interpretation is constant and ever present. […] The horizon is not fixed; it is constantly changing 

and modified little by little over time.”  Ultimately,  597

[t]he thought here is that a horizon can be brought into contact with another 

horizon. Instead of one obliterating the other a process of fusion takes place. 

And Gadamer’s idea is that this happens both down and across time, 

diachronically and synchronically.  598

This process reflects in its dual diachronic-synchronic nature the play cycle itself, since it exists 

both through time as a developing, evolving entity and at one particular moment of performance. 

 Anybody working with the plays has to grapple in some form with this process of fusing 

horizons. Although often unconsciously, and with the process never articulated in these terms, those 

involved in modern production of the cycle must work towards what Lawn, following Gadamer, 

calls understanding and “a perspective on the world.”  Often this point of understanding, the 599

fusing of horizons, is centred on what most people call the human nature aspect of the plays. The 

cycle offers an accessibility to medieval mentalities, an invitation duly taken up by modern 

audiences, who find in this accessibility a point of contact. Talk to anyone who has ever witnessed 

the cycle, and sooner or later some comment will typically be made on how the plays represent and 

reflect what it means to be alive. This, it turns out, has not changed so very much in the seven 

hundred years or so since they were first performed. For Carter this was the most powerful aspect of 

the plays. Watching the cycle with a friend from Pakistan – the friend a lapsed Muslim and Carter a 

lapsed Christian – she recalls that both found it profoundly moving. Remembering the Nativity, for 

instance, she observed that in a sense any birth is a kind of miracle with the power to inspire 

wonder, awe and delight, and that this applies across cultures, religions, time and space.  In a 600

slightly different vein but along the same theme, audiences readily pick up on the very human 

 Ibid.596

 Ibid.597

 Ibid., 66-7.598

 Ibid., 66.599

 Notably, however, many specifically medieval preoccupations regarding the Nativity – such as the fact that it is an 600

explicitly unique virgin birth – have to be stripped out in order for this position to be reached.
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tensions and fears embedded within the Noah pageant. They will laugh at the marital bickering, but 

often this will resonate more strongly than almost any other point in the performance, for who has 

not seen this in their own lives or that of others? Though the Crucifixion forms the natural and 

dramatic climax of the cycle, this is often harder to relate to emotionally, as – whatever it may have 

to say metaphorically about suffering – the physical events portrayed are out of most people’s 

experience. But in seemingly smaller moments peppered throughout the cycle people can see 

themselves – in the Noahs’ strife, the joy of the nativity, the grief of parents losing children 

(Abraham and Isaac, Moses and Pharaoh, Massacre of the Innocents) or of those who have lost 

other loved ones (Raising of Lazarus), perhaps in a struggle with faith (Incredulity of Thomas) or in 

a fear of being judged (Doomsday). 

 In the large community productions, often audience members will literally be seeing friends, 

family and colleagues act out these human joys and sorrows; this too adds to the sense that the plays 

both come out of and speak to their own lives. In this respect the plays are more egalitarian than the 

works of Shakespeare, to which they are often compared by audiences.  Despite the strong link of 601

Shakespeare with amateur dramatics, most people will still associate (sometimes equate) 

Shakespearean theatre with the professional or semi-professional theatre. The mystery plays have 

never truly had this association because, even in the ‘professional’ productions, they rely to such a 

large extent on the local York community. York has discovered in the plays a way of reconceiving 

itself, and the organisation of the plays has become an integral part of its identity. This will be 

explored further in Chapter 6. 

 Despite the allure of the medieval, the modern York mystery plays are never going to be 

York’s top tourist attraction;  that honour would seem to go to York Minster, as it arguably did in 602

the Middle Ages, when pilgrims came to venerate the relics of William of York.  Yet another of 603

the cycle’s paradoxes is how its ephemerality is coupled with its immutability: though the cycle 

itself may always exist, theatrical performances are of their very nature fleeting, vanishing affairs. 

 Both for the ‘human nature’ aspect and because of the dreaded conception that they are old, boring, and written in 601

archaic language.

 They do, however, appear in promotional material, and throughout the 1960s and 1970s featured several times in 602

video footage intended to showcase the cultural and historical glories of York. These films are now held in the Yorkshire 
Film Archive. See catalogue listings YFA 4391 [1960], YFA 5846 [1963], YFA 2817 [1963] YFA 5983 [1966], YFA 592 
[1969], YFA 1931 [1970]. Many are viewable online through the Yorkshire Film Archive website, http://
www.yorkshirefilmarchive.com/.

 These were his decapitated and jewel incrusted head, one of the Minster’s more grisly treasures, and the rest of his 603

body, apparently miraculously preserved during one of the Minster’s semi-frequent fires. Almost forgotten today, 
William of York was the medieval city’s answer to Canterbury’s Thomas à Becket, with whom he was roughly 
contemporary. Elected Archbishop in 1141, he died in 1154, reportedly from poisoned wine in his chalice.
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Performed only semi-regularly and semi-reliably, the York plays do not make for a particularly 

good business model. Nor, probably, should they. This was never their purpose, though the side 

effect of attracting visitors into the city to watch the plays remains important today as it clearly was 

in the Middle Ages. 

Ultimately, what links the modern cycle with the medieval one is the plays’ provision of a 

framework encouraging collective community endeavour towards a common goal. Arguably the 

cycle’s most important function, this has survived across time, space, language and faith. 

Recognition of this has been well articulated by Alexandra Johnston, whom we saw in the previous 

chapter “keeping faith with the past”  through the 1977 Toronto production. For her the sense that 604

she was acting as the counterpart of her medieval co-citizens resulted in “exhilaration,”  the 605

“superimposition of the strata of time[] ma[king] the event a simultaneous celebration of past and 

present:”  606

Like the generations of the mayors at York, I was enacting their ceremonial 

task as I placed the banner at the first… station[]…. As they formally 

marked their places, so did we. […] I was not intending to act the part of the 

mayor of York; I was there in propria persona as the person whose role in 

the enterprise corresponded to the mayor.   607

Summing up this first Toronto production, Johnston observed that “perhaps the most far-reaching 

results of our experiment came from the interaction of the participants (actors, stage-crews, and 

audience) that contributed to our sense of common experience.”  As with the wider theatre, the 608

plays have always been shaped by and for the people who engage, interact and wrestle with them – 

at York, at Toronto, and across the wider globe. Though religion, language, culture, demographics, 

theatrical understanding and technology have all changed, sometimes almost unrecognisably, since 

the English Middle Ages, the cycle clearly still has much to offer the modern world. It still has the 

power to bring people together, to entertain, and to instruct. 

 Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 1.604

 Ibid.605

 Ibid., 8.606

 Ibid., 1-2. Expressed here is a re-appropriation of the medieval logic of type and ante-type, expressed throughout the 607

complete cycle, where the individuals remain distinct but are linked by figuration.

 Ibid., 6.608
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Chapter 5: From the Glory of God to Global Warming:  

Making Religious Meaning Within the York Cycle 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, the York cycle has definitively moved on from its  

primary medieval function as a communal, public performance of piety. It has also long outgrown 

the religious drama trope under which it was revived in 1951. The new overarching ‘religion’ of the 

plays is – at least in York – the ‘community spirit’ ideal, founded on slightly vague or re-

apprehended concepts of tradition and heritage, and manifested in a popular perception that the 

plays are York’s and York belongs to the plays. However, picking up again the double helix image 

that opened Chapter 4, the plays’ religious heritage is so deeply rooted and such an intrinsic part of 

the cycle that disentangling it completely from modern performance is all but impossible. In this 

way the cycle remains both a vehicle for the negotiation of faith and belief systems and a complex 

cultural object onto which varying beliefs and values can be projected. This chapter will explore 

how it functions in this way – how different people or groups have taken up the plays and their 

religious availability. It will also give some consideration to how it can operate as a forum for the 

expression of Christian religious nostalgia before concluding by tracing the generational and social 

shift in how the plays are used to explore issues of ethics and morality. 

 In both medieval and modern times, the cycle’s religiosity is only one aspect of its 

production. But it is a feature so embedded within the framework of the cycle, and has been such a 

powerful motivating force driving the plays’ continual regeneration, that it is worth exploring in 

some depth. Gadamer’s model of hermeneutic understanding explores the parts in relation to the 

whole (and vice versa) and the observation of the individual processes operating within that whole. 

This negotiation of part-to-whole is for Gadamer a crucial one, a continual balancing act in the 

construction of meaning: 

A person who is trying to understand a text is always projecting. He projects a 

meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial meaning emerges in the 

text. Again, the initial meaning emerges only because he is reading the text with 

particular expectations in regard to a certain meaning.  609

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, translated and revised by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New 609

York: Continuum, 1986), 267.
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This provides a model for the work of this chapter. The creation of religious meaning and religious 

experience was clearly an integral part of the cycle throughout its medieval lifespan for, 

presumably, its entire audience. This religious experience remains part of the cycle’s modern 

performance, but now only for part of the audience rather than the whole. Moreover, this part of the 

cycle can no longer be generalised or expanded to structure the whole – the play cycle is no longer 

performed as a primarily religious event. But by seeking to understand the religious processes at 

work within the modern cycle, intersecting issues such as the demonstration of community, the 

creation of meaning and response, and the nature of the relationship between piety and performance 

are necessarily explored as well. Tracing the different stages of denominational or social 

‘ownership’ of the plays – from Catholic to Anglican to ecumenical to contemporary humanitarian 

and socio-ecological issues – also provides commentary on the social and cultural mentalities 

different audiences may be expected to bring to the cycle and how these may shape their response 

to it.  

 Gadamer’s work on the nature of play and how this creates meaning in the audience or 

spectator will be more fully utilised in the next chapter. Here, however, his commentary on the 

importance of the audience to complete the meaning of game, play or drama is particularly 

pertinent: 

A procession as part of a religious rite is more than a spectacle, since its real 

meaning is to embrace the whole religious community; and likewise, a drama is a 

kind of playing that, by its nature, calls for an audience. The presentation of a god 

in a religious rite, the presentation of myth in a play, are play not only in the sense 

that the participating players are wholly absorbed in the presentational play and 

find in it their heightened self-representation, but also in that the players represent 

a meaningful whole for an audience. […] The audience only completes what the 

play as such is. […] The play itself is the whole, comprising players and 

spectators… it is experienced properly by, and presents itself (as it is “meant”) to, 

one who is not acting in the play but watching it. In him the game is raised, as it 

were, to its ideality.  610

 Ibid., 109, my emphases.610
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The audience, then, is integral to completing the meaning of the play cycle. Crucially, it is 

particularly so in creating its religious meaning. Yet equally importantly, the cycle may take on 

different meaning, religious or otherwise, for different audiences – including for different members 

of the same audience of a single performance. The essential components of the medieval play cycle, 

as represented by the manuscript text – British Library Add MS 35290 – apparently exist today as 

they did in the Middle Ages. But the meaning suffused throughout those components has changed. 

In no other aspect of the cycle has it changed so dramatically, or so demonstrably, as in the 

presentation of religious truths, beliefs, and attitudes. 

 Different ages have always adapted the cycle to project or represent the prevailing social, 

political and theological trends of the times, at the same time reflecting these issues and concerns 

back onto it. The original medieval cycle was, of course, explicitly Catholic in its worldview and 

outlook. Medieval England prior to the Protestant Reformation was not, however, the religiously 

unified utopian Merrie Englande it is often pretended to be in popular imagination. Consequently 

the medieval cycle’s presentation and articulation of faith was neither unchallenged nor universally 

commended. Clerics had been banned from acting on stage in 1210 under Pope Innocent III; 

although this was well before the first surviving record of the York cycle, it is important context. 

Innocent thereby drew a sharp distinction between the representative actions of clergy, whose 

priests had the power to perform the renewal of the sacrifice of Calvary though the Mass, standing 

here in persona Christi, and actors (or players, as they were called then ), who could only ever re-611

imagine or re-enact sacred truths. The clergy could perform, in the most literal sense of the word; 

the laity could only ever imitate. This difference between substance and accident, and how the York 

cycle negotiates this boundary, is one to which we will return later in this chapter. 

 We can infer contemporary disapproval directed against the cycle from documents 

condemning the performance of sacred texts, the most famous of these being the late fourteenth-

century Wycliffite Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge. Though this does not directly refer to the York 

cycle, its author takes issue with all playing of sacred truths. The TOMP, as is well known, objects 

to the acting out of sacred faith on the grounds that it is blasphemous: 

 The word actor, meaning one who performs a dramatic role, is a relatively modern one; the OED Online gives its 611

first recorded use as 1566 (“Actor,” accessed November 1, 2019, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/1963). Before this 
player was the usual term, in use from about the late fourteenth century (“Player,” OED Online, accessed November 1, 
2019, https://www.oed.comview/Entry/145486). At the time of Innocent III, a Latin term was probably used to describe 
one engaging in mimetic or performative action – possibly histrio or ludator (the latter is used in the A/Y Memorandum 
Book for 1422 (Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York 36)). See also Abigail Ann Young, “Plays and Players: The 
Latin Terms for Performance,”Records of Early English Drama 9, no. 2 (1984): 56-62.
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[M]en  schulden  not  bourden  with  the  figure  of  the  passion  of  Crist...  and  the 

passion of Crist more schulde ben in drede. [...] For siker pleyinge of the passion 

of Crist is but verre scorning of Crist.612

The hellfire-and-brimstone tone of the Tretise does not seem to have bothered the guilds, citizens 

and civic dignitaries  of  York.  They continued performing their  annual  Corpus Christi  play and 

procession, leaving no evidence anywhere in surviving records of engagement with or refutation of 

the objections raised by the TOMP. However, the suspicion of iconoclasm displayed here was to 

reappear  in  a  much  more  forceful  and  sustained  critique  by  Protestant  reformers  more  than  a 

century later. This had a huge impact on the play cycle, most obviously and immediately, of course, 

at  the time.  But  it  also had a trickle-down effect,  heavily influencing how the plays would be 

revived in 1951 and leaving residual traces right down to the present day.

As the Reformation gathered momentum, ebbing and flowing between the reigns of Henry 

VIII and Edward VI, the Catholic Mary and the Protestant Elizabeth, the York mystery plays – in 

common with other cycles around the country – came under attack for their unmistakably Catholic 

heritage. This was the primary reason for the York cycle’s eventual final suppression after 1569. (A 

proposed 1579 performance, indicated by an entry in the House Books recording that the Corpus 

Christi play could be performed if the text was first “carried to my Lord Archebisshop and Mr 

Deane to correcte, if that my Lord Archebisshop doo well like theron,”  seems never to have 613

materialised). By this point York, and the country as a whole, had experienced the turbulent years of 

Henry VIII’s reign and the beginnings of the Reformation, the 1539 dissolution of St Mary’s Abbey, 

the 1547 dissolution of religious guilds and chantries, and the 1548 abolition of the Corpus Christi 

feast  which  had been such an  integral  part  of  the  York  cycle’s  early  identity.  Through this, 614

however,  substantial  editing  had  taken  place  in  order  to  tone  down the  most  overtly  Catholic 

theological elements, thereby allowing, presumably, for its continued performance. Most notably 

these alterations targeted the section of the Last Supper pageant dealing with the transubstantiation 

and the institution of the Eucharist (this was simply literally removed from the manuscript and 

presumably destroyed) and the Marian pageants, which probably ceased performance well before 

1569:

 TOMP l.683-92.612

 Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 390.613

 After the abolition of this feast the plays may have been shifted to Whitsun; at any rate this is the date of their last 614

recorded performance in 1569 (Beadle, “Introduction to Volume Two,” The York Plays vol ii, xxxiv).
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The pageants depicting the apocryphal later life of the Virgin (nos. 44-6) were first 

suspended upon the introduction of aggressively Protestant policies at the 

beginning of Edward VI’s reign in 1548, only for them to reappear temporarily 

with the reversion to Catholicism under Mary in 1554. After some sporadic 

attempts at revival they were set aside for good after 1561.   615

The plays were targeted because of their Catholicity, but even before they finally disappeared their 

most Catholic elements had been erased. With a Catholic whole politically impossible, the Catholic 

parts had to be suppressed to prevent that whole from being manifested. This specifically Catholic 

heritage has never been recovered in performance, and continues to be overlooked.  For this 616

Martin Browne’s 1951 revival – which set a precedent for all subsequent productions – is largely 

responsible. 

 As we have seen, Browne’s 1951 Festival of Britain production of the plays kickstarted their 

sustained revival in modern performance. Their resurrection, however, came at a cost: the loss of 

the cycle’s Catholic identity, to be replaced by one crafted as specifically Anglican. The Festival of 

Britain revival firmly wrested denominational ‘ownership’ of the cycle from the Catholic Church 

and reinvested it in the Church of England, just as had been done centuries earlier with the old 

medieval Catholic churches, cathedrals and monasteries. Browne, though of the High Anglicanism 

which is almost (but not quite) next door to Catholicism, followed in the footsteps of his reforming 

forebears. He claimed that the cutting of the text was “done with the utmost care, in such a way as 

to preserve the shape of the whole.”  Despite the fact that the original text clearly required some 617

severe editing in order to fit into around three hours of performance, this was slightly disingenuous. 

The narrative structure of the whole may have been preserved more or less intact – “[t]he great 

drama of man’s history… shown in the same proportions as in the original script, with the Creation 

and Fall as its beginning, the Life of Christ as its climax, and the Last Judgement as its 

denouement.”  More subtly, however, the cherry-picking of select parts of the cycle and the 618

resultant shaping of a new coherent whole also had a definite religiously-influenced agenda. This 

was to rehabilitate the cycle in the eyes of the Church of England – then still by far the most 

 Ibid.615

 Critics including Sarah Beckwith and Mervyn James have written extensively on the Catholic social and religious 616

context of the cycle’s medieval heritage, but limit their discussion to this time period rather than contemporary revival 
performances.

 Purvis, The York Cycle, 14.617

 Ibid.618
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populous and powerful denomination in the country – and to make its messages and morals 

palatable to the church which had found them so unpalatable four hundred years earlier. 

 This meant, of course, that all the obviously Catholic sections of the cycle had to go. The 

production was not positively or specifically ‘Anglican’ as such – nothing theological was ever 

added to the script –  but the editing of the text was done with a specific ideology in mind. Purvis 

and Browne kept the parts they liked and cut those they did not agree with, rather after the manner 

in which the Reformation, and the transition from Catholic to Protestant, had gathered momentum 

centuries earlier. Thus Purvis’ script glossed  over the institution of the Eucharist (by the simple 619

expedient of placing the interval after the entry into Jerusalem and resuming with the conspiracy 

scene) and completely cut all the Marian sequences towards the end of the cycle as well as severely 

truncating the Annunciation and Visitation pageant. It also, as we saw in Chapter 2, removed as far 

as possible all graphic depiction of the sufferings inflicted on Christ’s physical body. 

 As a tactful re-introduction of the play cycle and the Church of England to each other the 

production was roundly successful. This was to be proved by the supreme irony of the ponderous 

praise bestowed on it by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, who attended a performance 

together. They could not applaud to show their approval, however, because of the programme line 

which ran: “In view of the nature of the subject of the Plays, it is expected that the audience will not 

wish to applaud.”  Until 1963, all productions were to carry this stipulation. Browne never lost his 620

conviction that the plays should be approached “above all [with] a direct and simple sincerity borne 

of faith,”  while Purvis – if his introduction to the script is anything to go by – apparently never 621

got over being “astonish[ed]”  at the medieval text’s “juxtapositions of ribaldry and reverence.”  622 623

These, he mused,  

serve[d] to emphasize how far we ourselves are from having the medieval outlook, 

how far the medieval playwright’s approach to his subject differs from anything 

which could come into our minds to-day, and generally how far a modern audience 

 This, as we saw in Chapter 2, was because the Archbishop of York objected to the inclusion of this scene; Browne 619

had actually wanted to stage it.

 Festival of Britain: York Festival June 3rd – 17th Official Festival Programme, no page numbers.620

 Purvis, The York Cycle, 14.621

 Ibid., 8.622

 Ibid.623
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must be in knowledge and background from the knowledge and background of 

that earlier time.  624

  

Articulated here, albeit unconsciously, is the Gadamerian disjunct between the understanding of the 

past and the understanding of the present. His tone echoes that of the newspaper critics who 

reviewed the production and whom we met in Chapter 2; a tone that, while professing to marvel at 

the achievements and effectiveness of medieval drama, also manages to convey a sense of 

patronising pity. They did it all right in the Middle Ages, all things considering, it seems to say, but 

we can understand so much better now; we’re so much more enlightened. 

 Under the slightly condescending auspices of the Anglican Church, the resurrected plays for 

a time flourished. However, the Church of England soon had other issues on its mind. The number 

of Catholics in England actually rose throughout the 1950s, from 4.7 million in 1951 to 5.6 million 

ten years later  (not that there was a corresponding rise in interest in the York mystery plays; a 625

substantial part of this increase was due to immigration from Ireland). The Anglican church, 

however, faced declining attendance and a slow but inexorable falling-off of faith from among its 

members. As described in Chapter 2, the Festival of Britain was in part an attempt to counter this 

decline, in which it failed. The 1950s ushered in for the Anglican Church a steady decline not only 

in members but in its prominence, prestige, power and perceived national importance. An 

increasing focus on ecumenism gathered momentum from the 1960s onward in part due to the 

heavy weighting given to it during the Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council (1962-5). In the 

wake of this, the specifically Anglican focus of the plays lessened. The plays still presented, and 

still dealt with, faith; but it was no longer a faith recognisably attributable to one particular 

denomination. 

 The 1988 production, of which more below, included an ‘epilogue’ service of non-

denominational Christian worship held in St Olave’s church at the close of the run, tapping into the 

concept of the medieval cycle existing as a form of public devotion. This was repeated in the 1992 

York Theatre Royal production, “in acknowledgement of the devotional origins of the Mystery 

Plays,”  organised by the Theatre Royal and “local churches.”  A short informal service was held 626 627

 Ibid.624

 Michael Hornsby-Smith, Catholics in England 1950-2000: Historical and Sociological Perspectives (London: 625

Continuum, 1999), 295.

 York Mystery Plays 1992 Programme (York Theatre Royal, 1992), 10.626

 Ibid.627
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at the close of each night’s performance, “led by clergy from a number of York churches of several 

denominations.”  The service itself was held in St Wilfrid’s, now York’s largest Roman Catholic 628

church, just round the corner from the Theatre Royal and down the road from the Minster, or up the 

road from the Museum Gardens. The end of the run was marked by a “more formal”  celebration 629

of the Eucharist led by the Theatre Royal’s (Anglican) chaplain, Reverend David Porter. As a result 

of this continued (and continuing) ecumenical intermingling, the plays, though they remain 

identifiably Christian, are no longer identifiable with any specific denomination. However, traces of 

their medieval origins do slip out from time to time; Meg Twycross tells the story of a friend, an 

Anglican nun, whom she took to see the plays and who said in disapproving disappointment, 

“They’re very Catholic, aren’t they?” 

  “Well, yes…” said Twycross. 

The Christian Cycle as Cultural Touchstone? 

 Though not usually explicitly articulated as such, present-day performances of the cycle 

continue to operate on the basis of welcoming all faiths and none. They have to, if they are to 

maintain appeal and value for audiences. With the self-identifying Christian proportion of the 

population dwindling in the United Kingdom as elsewhere in the Western world, ongoing 

production of the plays requires support beyond this demographic not only from audiences but in 

management, funding, direction, cast and crew. The influence of ecumenism has also helped erode 

longstanding traditional barriers not only between denominations but, more widely, between 

completely separate religions, explicitly promoting understanding, respect, openness and tolerance.  

 Yet, ironically, it is in part the cycle’s distinctly Christian heritage that has helped with its 

transmission beyond York and across the globe. The reach of Christianity is long and pervasive – 

certainly across the English-speaking world and, most significantly for this thesis, across the areas 

previously known as the British Empire. As we saw in Chapter 3, the 1951 revival sparked interest 

in the plays across the former empire, from Ghana to New Zealand to Canada. Although all three 

countries were by then technically post-colonial, having achieved independence from Britain, the 

lingering residue of British rule and its influence on culture and religion remained, while in New 

Zealand the concept of England as ‘the mother country’ still held strong currency for some of its 

European inhabitants. The Ghanaian production was performed by a British missionary order at a 

 Ibid.628

 Ibid.629
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British missionary station. By its very nature, encapsulated within its name – from the Latin mittere, 

to send – a mission seeks to bring or transmit a particular belief or idea to those who do not have it. 

For the Accra mission, this belief was of course Christianity. The production of the York cycle at the 

mission is therefore likely to have been seen by its organiser, Noel Welburn, at least in part as a tool 

in the transmission of the Christian faith. In this it echoed one of the cycle’s medieval functions: to 

offer an audience a direct, accessible engagement with a particular system of faith and belief. How 

the Ghanaians took up this invitation inherent within the performance is not recorded beyond hearty 

but vague enthusiasm in Welburn’s letter to Purvis after the event, and one small, tantalising detail 

he included in this same letter: the issue of the Virgin Mary. Welburn, clearly a man of some 

perspicacity, evidently knew both his audience and the unedited text of the York plays, because he 

put back into the performance text the Coronation of the Virgin pageant. As noted in Chapter 3, this 

was “something [the audience] really liked,”  because they saw in the Christian Mary parallels 630

with their own cultural tradition of the Queen Mother. 

 Although the British Empire is now a thing of the past, Anglophone Christianity  remains 631

infused to some degree in heritage and culture across what is now the Commonwealth and 

throughout other English-speaking countries, the United States of America among these. 

Consequently, even as its influence lessens, diluted by the introduction of other cultures, religions 

and belief systems, or simply by a general falling-away from faith and belief, awareness of it 

remains reasonably high. A general knowledge of the stories depicted in the plays has been retained 

even if the belief in them has not, providing both a hook to draw people to the plays and – arguably 

more important – a point of reference on which a response can be hung. Christianity also brings 

with it a sense of, if not true timelessness, an approximation of it with the weight of its two-

thousand-year history. The sense of connection with the past that this carries – in particular the link 

it provides between present-day performances of the cycle and those of the Middle Ages – can be 

very powerful for some audience members coming from an Anglo-European background, with all 

the cultural and historical baggage attendant on this. As we shall see in Chapter 6, this concept of 

touching or experiencing the past through the play cycle is frequently a significant factor motivating 

the York community to mount the plays and audiences to attend them. 

 However, it can also be argued that embedded within the cycle are natural or human themes 

which to a certain extent transcend religion – themes of birth, death and new life; of good and evil, 

forgiveness and revenge; of hope, fear and despair; an exploration of what it is to be human and part 

 Welburn, letter to Purvis.630

 i.e. Anglicanism and various forms of ‘low church’ Protestantism. 631
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of a society – which can be understood and expressed without reference to one particular belief 

system. Thus the cycle could be translated to a missionary station in Ghana and still allow its 

audience to find links between medieval England and contemporary Ghana in the figure of the 

Virgin Mary/Queen Mother. Similarly, as we saw in the previous chapter, audience members will 

sometimes note that despite being agnostic or atheistic they can still enjoy watching the plays and 

be moved by the events depicted in them – citing the purely human and instinctive sense of wonder 

often experienced at the ‘miracle’ of a new birth, for instance. But, though the extent to which 

Christianity binds together those involved with the play cycle is extraordinarily difficult to judge,  632

Christianity in its various denominations remains closely (sometimes complicatedly) entangled with 

the plays and their people. 

 Thus a true universality cannot be claimed for the cycle. The universality it does hold is of a 

fairly narrow kind, restricted to Christianity and Christians – who often cannot agree, even among 

themselves, on what should and should not be presented in performance. The once-unified religious 

whole of the cycle has been fractured into conflicting parts, with competing minority statuses taking 

up various parts and utilising these to construct a religious appreciation of (or, sometimes, objection 

to) modern productions. Despite the increasing focus on ecumenism, the plays have not become an 

inter-faith movement. Involvement and engagement with other major religions such as Hinduism, 

Islam or Judaism is virtually non-existent. In this regard it is worth making passing comparisons 

with two other well-known portrayals of religious narratives. The first of these is the 

Oberammergau Passion Play, to which the York cycle was often compared during the period leading 

up to the Festival of Britain revival and its immediate aftermath, and which today is still the point of 

comparison most people have with the York plays. Oberammergau, although its heritage is – like 

the York cycle – inherently Christian, now has significant Jewish input.  This has been an integral 633

part of the production process since the 1970s, in direct response to concerns around the anti-

Semitism inherent within the play. The York cycle has largely escaped similar charges – probably 

due more to a lower profile and the fact that it is not performed in Germany than to any innocence 

in this regard; after all, both York and Oberammergau deal with the same biblical material. 

 The other well-known large-scale portrayal of a religious narrative worth noting here is 

Peter Brook’s 1985 play La Mahabharata, a staging of the ancient Hindu sacred text Mahabharata. 

 There are absolutely no reliable hard statistical data on this, a seriously limiting factor in this discussion which could 632

be usefully addressed in future further work on the York cycle. From observation, interviews and talking to people 
involved with the plays, around half seem to come from or be informed by a Christian background.

 For a detailed and comprehensive study of the Oberammergau Passion Play and its complicated relationship to the 633

Jewish people and faith, see Shapiro, Oberammergau.
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Originally performed in French, the production premiered in an Avignon quarry before being 

translated into English in 1987. It toured worldwide for four years and was then made into a 1989 

film. With a performance time of around nine hours – or eleven with intervals – the staging 

certainly gave the medieval York cycle a run for its money. Nevertheless the production was an 

astonishing hit – with Western audiences at least, who raved about it.  The New York Times, in a 634

well-known quote, claimed that the production “did nothing less than attempt to transform Hindu 

myth into universalized art, accessible to any culture,”  while Michael Billington wrote in the 635

Guardian of the play’s “poignant human dimension as well as a sense of cosmic upheaval.”  The 636

play shares certain obvious similarities with the York cycle – its epic sprawl and scale, the original 

outdoor setting, overarching themes of birth, death, and renewal, and the fact that each is a portrayal 

of an ancient religious text.  The York plays, however, have never reached anywhere near the 637

same level of worldwide exposure and acclaim. Perhaps this is because they have never yet had a 

director with the same visionary scale as Brook; more likely, it is due to the fact that despite a 

certain universal appeal their identity remains irrevocably rooted in the city of York. 

 The one notable exception to the exclusively Christian focus that has to date characterised 

the York cycle is the 1988 production, where Victor Banerjee, a practising Hindu, was cast as 

Christ. Banerjee was not director Steven Pimlott’s first choice; that was Jeremy Irons (of the 1981 

Brideshead Revisited fame, and described by Jude Kelly, artistic director of the 1988 York Festival, 

as a “heart-throb” ). Irons, however, could not commit to the timeframe required, and, as Margaret 638

Rogerson explains, 

 However, these rapturous responses should be treated with caution, as the production faced heavy criticism from 634

Eastern scholars, who accused it of orientalism, cultural appropriation and furthering harmful colonialist stereotypes. 
See in particular Rustom Bharucha, “A View From India,” in Peter Brook and the Mahabharata: Critical Perspectives, 
ed. David Williams (London: Routledge, 1991), 228-53; and Gautam Dasgupta, “Peter Brook’s ‘Orientalism,’” same 
volume, 262-7.

 Margaret Croydon, “Peter Brook Transforms An Indian Epic for the Stage,” New York Times, August 25, 1985, 635

accessed June 5, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/1985/08/25/arts/peter-brook-transforms-an-indian-epic-for-the-
stage.html.

 Michael Billington, “Krishna Comes to the City of the Popes,” The Guardian, 1987, accessed June 5, 2019, https://636

www.theguardian.com/stage/1985/jul/16/peter-brook-mahabharata-theatre.

 The Mahabharata is not one of the four canonical vedas making up the most sacred Hindu texts and writings, but is 637

sometimes referred to as a ‘fifth veda,’ thereby accorded similar importance and reverence.

 Steven Pimlott and Jude Kelley, quoted in “York Christ May Be Amateur,” Yorkshire Evening Press, November 12, 638

1987, 3.
.140

https://www.nytimes.com/1985/08/25/arts/peter-brook-transforms-an-indian-epic-for-the-stage.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/08/25/arts/peter-brook-transforms-an-indian-epic-for-the-stage.html
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/1985/jul/16/peter-brook-mahabharata-theatre
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/1985/jul/16/peter-brook-mahabharata-theatre


 

[i]n the end, another star was engaged, Victor Banerjee…, who, although he had 

never performed in the United Kingdom before, was then well known for his role 

as Dr Aziz in the 1984 film of A Passage to India.  639

Banerjee firmly stated in a 2018 interview that “I was born a Hindu, I shall die a Hindu.”  But, 640

educated firstly in New Delhi by Irish missionaries belonging to the Congregation of Christian 

Brothers and then in Kolkata at the Jesuit St Xavier’s College, he had opportunity and background 

to bring to the production a decidedly cosmopolitan outlook on faith and religion. As he himself 

noted, “I have visited all the Char Dhams  (Kedarnath, Badrinath, Gangotri, Yamnotri) and 641

pilgrim points from Lourdes to Velankani to Kashi Vishwanath to Somnath to Pashupatinath. So 

there you go, a Catholic [in its etymological sense of ‘whole’ or ‘universal’] taste in gods.”  642

 Whether Pimlott was influenced in the casting of Banerjee by Brook’s Mahabharata – 

touring the world and arguably at the height of its fame at exactly this time – is not recorded. But he 

may have been aware of the Mahabharata production, whether or not he consciously acknowledged 

the echoes and parallels between it and the York cycle. In any case, Rogerson records that the 

casting of Banerjee was well-received by the media, reviewers and audiences. He “was hailed as 

‘the Mystery Plays’ first coloured Christ,’ following comfortably in the footsteps of [Keith] 

Jefferson, whose God had been so much admired in 1984.”  Jefferson,  announced by the 643 644

Yorkshire Post as “God [a]s a black American,” also played the role of Herod in the same 

production, but it was in the role of God the Father that he attracted most attention, primarily for his 

imposing, dignified presence and wonderful singing voice.  Disappointingly, Richard Gregson 645

Williams, the 1984 Festival director, had been obliged at the time to refute snide accusations of 

Jefferson’s casting as “gimmickry.”  By 1988 the casting of Banerjee was seen, and apparently 646

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 132.639

 Quoted in Swarupa Dutt, “A Film is Like a One-Night Stand,” Rediff Movies, accessed May 9, 2019, https://640

www.rediff.com/movies/report/a-film-is-like-a-one-night-stand/20180830.htm.

 Hindu pilgrimage sites.641

 Quoted in Dutt, “A Film is Like a One-Night Stand.” 642

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 132.643

 Not the better-known Keith Jefferson, also African-American, known for his role in blockbuster films such as 644

Django Unchained and The Hateful Eight.

 See John Scott, “God is a Black American,” Yorkshire Post press cutting, 1984, held in National Centre for Early 645

Music archives, York, archive reference YMP/F/10/2, stored as YMP/F/11/28.

 Ibid.646
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welcomed, as “a politically correct representative of racial ‘others.’”  This, however, was in 647

reality mere lip service, as Rogerson describes:  

Although Banerjee was a Hindu, the publicity surrounding him cemented his 

[Anglophilic] credentials by announcing that he had been ‘educated by Irish 

Missionary brothers, who not only gave him a thorough knowledge of the 

Christian scriptures, but also a deep love of English and European literature.’   648

Regrettably, no account exists of Banerjee’s experiences as a Hindu playing a Christian God. Nor, 

for that matter, is there any record of how (or whether) Christian audiences of the production 

responded to a Hindu playing their God beyond polite acknowledgement of Banerjee’s “intelligence 

and grace.”  The pains taken to make Banerjee (or at least portray him as) “an honorary Christian 649

English gentleman”  for the production – quite apart from being potentially insulting to Banerjee 650

– were, dramatically, counter-productive. Unusual – for the time – the casting decision may have 

been, but dramatically interesting it was not, or at least not to the extent of fulfilling its latent 

potential. Looking back now on this production with the benefit of thirty years’ hindsight, the non-

Christian aspect of Banerjee’s cultural and religious background would now be welcomed rather 

than played down, an opportunity for informing, adding to, or commenting on the explicitly 

Christian narrative arc of the cycle. Moreover, as seems clear from his own comments, Banerjee’s 

upbringing in two religious traditions – Hindu and Catholic – gave him not only a generosity and 

openness of religious experience, but also the opportunity to reflect on how the expression of faith 

can be deployed in various ways, how religions differ, and the ways in which they are similar. 

Christian Nostalgia  

 Let us turn now to exploration of how the cycle has been, and continues to be, taken up as a 

vehicle for the expression of religious nostalgia in order to return to perceived religious certainties 

of the past – both individual audience members’ own pasts and that of society as a whole. This 

aspect of the modern cycle has until now been under-explored in scholarly discussion of the plays. 

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 132647

 Ibid.; Rogerson is quoting Stacey Brewer, “Victor’s Jitters at Playing Christ,” Yorkshire Evening Press, April 6, 648

1988, 3.

 Jeremy Kingston , “The York Cycle Survivors,” The Times, June 18, 1988, 20.649

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 132650
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However, having considered in Chapter 4 issues of Ruskinian nostalgias of medievalism, it is an 

apposite discussion here.  Although never expressly articulated as such by those who engage with 651

it, religiously-inspired nostalgia seems to be an important motivation influencing certain 

productions or individuals involved with those productions. Interestingly, this can be true both for 

those who subscribe to a particular belief system, usually but not always one of the Christian 

denominations, and those who do not. Of those who approach the plays informed by a religious 

understanding, even if they personally reject that belief system, a sizeable number (again, a lack of 

hard data prevents accurate figures here) self-identify as ‘lapsed’ Catholics or ‘non-practising’ 

Christians. Rather paradoxically and almost certainly unconsciously, some of the latter seem to 

convey a longing for the past and its perceived religious certainties – whether in their own lives or 

in the cycle’s medieval history or both.  As Svetlana Boym has written, nostalgia is “a yearning for 

a different time – the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our dreams.”  Those who still 652

hold religious belief seem less influenced by this, possibly because they can look forward through 

the lens of faith as well as backwards; for them faith is a thing alive and present, not something lost 

and half-forgotten. There is no need to go back to a different time, because they are already there. 

But for those who do not have accessibility to religious meaning in the present, the cycle’s 

synchronical framework of time  allows a return to the past. 653

 Things lost often possess an irresistible capacity to be idealised. The quest for the ‘true 

medieval,’ explored in the previous chapter, is often the quest for an imagined state that never 

actually existed and can never be reached. Its intangibility is in fact part of its charm; because it can 

never be reached, and therefore never proved or disproved, it opens up a space of safety and 

freedom. The nostalgic sphere is one where the imagination can have free rein, unfettered by the 

tediums of reality. Out of this imaginative process, this fusion of horizons, meaning can be created. 

Crucially, though, the meaning created is not necessarily one that existed in the past; rather it is 

meaning newly formed for the instigator’s personal present.  

 It also perhaps echoes a certain nostalgia for empire, arguably a motivating force behind the 1960s productions in 651

Ghana and New Zealand.

 Svetlana Boym, “Nostalgia and Its Discontents,” The Hedgehog Review 9, no. 2 (2007), no page numbers. Her 652

article speaks of nostalgia in a general sense; scholarship on specifically religious or Christian nostalgia seems 
practically non-existent. 

 See Chapter 4.653
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 The impulse towards religious nostalgia seems to have been at work in some productions of 

the York cycle, particularly the 2000 Millennium Production.  Regarding this John Hall said of 654

Gregory Doran, the director and a former Catholic: 

It’s the greatest story there is and Greg Doran was perfectly positioned when he 

said, ‘Look, let’s look at what they did in the Middle Ages with the scenery and 

things like that.  They had the best people they could possibly get.  They used the 

best materials they could possibly get.  And that’s what we’re doing.  The skills 

have changed, the materials have changed, but [they used] the best available at the 

time, for the most important story ever told. It’s the only thing that’s good enough 

and that’s good enough for me.’  655

Others approaching the plays do so with a semi-grudging sense of impelled wonder, respect, or 

surprise, comparable to the manner in which the speaker in Philip Larkin’s poem Church Going 

slips inside an old empty church. This he explores “in awkward reverence,”  musing that  656

… though I’ve no idea 

What this accoutred frowsy barn is worth 

It pleases me to stand in silence here; 

A serious house on serious earth it is 

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet 

Are recognised and robed as destinies 

And that much never can be obsolete….  657

Still others seem to approach the plays rather after the manner in which many approach Christmas: 

it’s a good story; I don’t believe in it, of course, but I can see its value, and we should keep up these 

old traditions. Back again to Boym, “[a] cinematic image of nostalgia is a double exposure, or a 

 The timing of the production – at the turn of a new millennium – may also have influenced this; see Chapter 3.654

 John Hall, interviewed by Mike Tyler, April 25, 2001; transcript archive reference YMP/O/4/6, stored as YMP/C/4/2, 655

National Centre for Early Music, York; available online at http://www.yorkmysteryplays.org/default.asp?
idno=193&a=d&item_id=356&k=John%20Hall. 

 Philip Larkin, “Church Going” [1955],  in Collected Poems (New York: Straus and Giroux, 2004), 58, l.9.656

 Ibid., l.54-9.657
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superimposition of two images – of home and abroad, of past and present, of dream and everyday 

life.”  The fact that the Christmas school or church nativity play – that bastion of British social 658

culture – still thrives today as a robust direct descendent of the medieval performance tradition may 

subconsciously influence such an attitude. As Laura Ingalls Wilder approached Christmas – “Our 

hearts grow tender with childhood memories and love of kindred, and we are better throughout the 

year for having in spirit become a child again at Christmastime”  – so do some approach the 659

mystery plays. This simultaneously echoes and reinforces erroneous perceptions of the Middle Ages 

and its citizens as “simple,”  “rough,”  or child-like. Such attitudes were, as we have seen, 660 661

particularly prevalent through the 1950s revival period. Even today, however, as Carl Heap wryly 

points out, “[i]t still comes as a surprise to many to discover that Shakespeare didn’t invent 

theatre.”  Productions of the mystery plays still too often “battl[e] against a general prejudice that 662

Shakespeare invented intelligence.”   663

Sacred Spaces: The Tension Between Faith and Performance 

 Doran’s Millennium Production in York Minster went some way to countering this. Visually 

spectacular and musically “triumphant,”  the production was received “enthusiastic[ally]”  by 664 665

audience, scholars and critics alike.  A very large part of the production’s success was 666

undoubtedly due to its use of the Minster, a “superb indoor setting.”  The costumes echoed “the 667

colours of the famed Minster [stained] glass,”  while  668

 Boym, “Nostalgia and Its Discontents,” no page numbers.658

 This quote, freely floating around the internet accompanied by cosy, nostalgic Christmas images, is only generally 659

attributed to Wilder and is not identifiable to a specific work by her.

 Purvis, The York Cycle, 14.660

 Ibid., 1.661

 Carl Heap, “Finding the Method in Medieval Theatre’s Madness,” The Guardian, June 12, 2014, accessed June 5, 662

2019, https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2014/jun/12/medieval-theatre-shakespeare-carl-heap.

 Ibid.663

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 159.664

 Ibid., 158.665

 Although not unanimously; the most common complaints were regarding the acoustics – this worked 666

“triumphant[ly]” (Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 159) for the choral music but caused problems for the spoken 
lines, an issue which remained unresolved for the 2016 revival.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 156.667

 Ibid.668
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the huge stage stepped up into the nave, so perfectly coloured to match the Minster 

stone as to become part of the fabric of the building just as many of the Museum 

Gardens stages had found their niche in the abbey walls.  669

Doran took great pains to fit the plays to their environment in ways that extended beyond design. 

Father Hugh Curristan recalled that the production “was very spectacular, visually it was 

magnificent.”  But he then added: 670

[T]here was something special we all felt about doing it in the Minster… Greg 

Doran… reminded us all the time “Look, you’re in a House of God, so treat it as 

such. We’re not in a parish hall or… out in the open-air improvised theatre. You’re 

in the house of God, so respect the venue while you’re working. And there was 

something… [a] very special feeling which [was] conveyed to us and I think we 

reconveyed that to the audiences.  671

Doran, drawing on his Catholic background, brought to the production not only a strong respect for 

the place in which it was performed – a sacred space to both Anglicans and Catholics – but also 

ensured that “his biblical interpretation was steeped in authentic Christianity and… was very 

orthodox in his Christian teaching.”  The result of this “helped transform this sacred space into a 672

theatre of thanksgiving in the millennium year,”   and by Fr Curristan’s rather blunt, no-nonsense 673

account, “made a big impression on everybody.”  Hall, similarly forthright, stated that it “took 674

[his] breath away.”  Rogerson’s memories are a little more illuminating. According to her the 675

effect on the audience was quite astonishing, culminating in the climax produced by Richard 

Shepherd’s music resonating through the vast space of the Minster at the close of the play: 

 Ibid.669

 Father Hugh Curristan, interviewed by Mike Tyler, April 18, 2001; transcript archive reference YMP/O/3/2, National 670

Centre for Early Music, York. 

 Ibid.671

 Ibid.672

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 160.673

 Curristan, interviewed by Tyler. 674

 Hall, interviewed by Tyler.675

.146



 

As the assembled cast joined in the hymn of praise…, ‘a three verse adaptation of 

the Easter Exultet,’ members of the audience wept, overcome by the sheer 

magnitude of the sound and the palpable energy emanating from the stage. John 

Hall had been commanding as God the Father, and Ray Stevenson… had been a 

warm and almost larger-than-life Christ, but now both of them were just actors, 

part of the team beefing out the final chorus. This closing burst of music allowed 

for a breaking of the stage illusion as the actors stepped outside their stage 

characters and became worshippers. It also signalled the divine harmony 

associated with music in the Middle Ages.  676

Rogerson’s sense that the acting of the play was bound up with worship or a spiritual experience 

was also taken up by Hall and Fr Curristan, both of whom found the production an experience 

upliftingly communal as well as intensely and spiritually personal. Hall, becoming garrulous, 

stoutly defended the plays’ continuing spiritual power in modern performance: 

[I]f anybody doubts whether or not the spirituality is still in it, let them come and 

talk to those who were actively involved….  I’ve never been the focus of such a 

strong spiritual experience before. […] Hugh Curristan came to me on the final 

night, just before the performance… I used to go into the choir in front of the 

altar…  just for a quiet run through my lines and even to have a word with the ‘big 

guy’ Himself just before I went on… and Hugh knew this and he came and, I don’t 

know why, but I asked him if… I’m not even of his faith – he’s a Catholic, I’m an 

Anglican – but I asked because I know Hugh and I respect him. I asked him as a 

man, I guess, or a man of the cloth too to bless me on that occasion and he did, and 

I cried like a baby. I cried like a baby.  677

He went on to say, expressing sentiments which have been echoed by many of the people I 

interviewed regarding the York plays: 

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 160, quoting Richard Shepherd, “York Millennium Mystery Plays,” University 676

of the South, Sewanee, Tennessee, 2000, no page numbers. 

 Hall, interviewed by Tyler.677
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I mean, no matter what your faith, when you become centrally involved in the 

Mystery Plays, it’s a theatrical experience, but there’s something else.  It becomes 

a spiritual experience. Now whether you are Christian, or whether you are 

Buddhist, there is that element of spirituality involved.  I mean, you can’t help but 

get caught up in it and that has happened each time, even playing the bad guy.  678

 However, despite this, and in spite of Hall’s insistence that “[w]e’re not desecrating the 

plays – we’re celebrating them,”  others remain uneasy with how the plays operate as a vehicle for 679

the dramatised performance of the Christian faith, doubtful regarding audience reactions to such 

performances, and scandalised by the use of churches for theatrical performance. Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that some people – primarily but not necessarily exclusively older generations – 

hold that theatres are for performance and churches are for God. As my grandmother, who saw the 

2016 revival of the Millennium production, wrote to me afterwards: 

I would like to go and see another play in York but not the same one even though I 

very much enjoyed the one we saw…. I thought the setting in the cathedral was 

very good [but] I am not sure if a church ought to be used for purposes [other] than 

to worship in them? When I grew up I was taught to show utmost respect in a 

church. Children were not allowed to run around… I got punished for talking and 

giggling in the church.  680

Unease with the relationship of faith to dramatic performance extends beyond the use of churches 

as a venue. Another lady told me of her own grandmother, who saw the plays at what must have 

been among the earliest post-revival productions, and was horrified that the actor playing Christ did 

so with his face uncovered.  During the Crucifixion pageant in the 2014 waggon production, the 681

raising of the cross – a difficult and not unrisky manoeuvre – was greeted with applause once safely 

 Ibid.678

 Ibid.679

 Email from Walpurga Bloomfield to Eleanor Bloomfield, February 8, 2018.680

 There is only one surviving reference to the medieval York actors playing God and Christ doing so masked (the 681

Mercers’ pageant documents of 1433 call for “a verserne gilted” (Johnson and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 55)), but 
this is known to have been tradition elsewhere in England. The use of masks both enabled the audience to pick out the 
characters from a distance and prevented the actor from having to take on the face of God – which, as V.A. Kolve points 
out, could have been interpreted as blasphemous (The Play Called Corpus Christi (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University 
Press, 1966), 9). This fear of blasphemy or disrespect evidently outlasted the Middle Ages almost down to the present 
day. 
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in place. This applause, partly a spontaneous expression of relief that the cross, and therefore the 

actor, was safely in place, was acknowledged by the actors playing the four soldiers. However, 

some members of the audience were deeply offended by it, and said so afterwards. For them what 

was being applauded was not the safe raising of the cross but, akin to blasphemy, the act of 

crucifixion itself.  

 In some ways, this response was arguably actually a tribute to the dramatic power of the 

scene’s staging. If a fundamental aim of drama is to move, shock, or provoke a response, that scene 

certainly achieved this. It also offers commentary on the difference between fixed-place and 

waggon staging; to the best of my knowledge, nobody has ever laughed at the crucifixion in a fixed-

place production, nor has anyone in recent years complained that the fixed-place depiction of the 

crucifixion was blasphemous or disrespectful. The spectacle of fixed-place staging is almost always 

more visually impressive than waggon staging, but it is also creates much more distance, both 

literally (the audience is much further away from the stage in a fixed-place staging, whereas 

waggon playing allows the audience to be within touching distance of the action) and emotionally. 

The fourth wall of fixed-place is never manipulated to the extent allowed by waggon staging, which 

permits far more intimacy between actor and audience and therefore a far greater engagement on 

the part of the latter with the action of the play. The offended audience members were quite literally 

living the drama in a way that fixed-place staging simply does not allow. 

 But beyond this difference of staging, the audience members who complained are, though 

they may not have realised it, the inheritors of a two-fold objection that stretches all the way back to 

the late Middle Ages. What the both Tretise of Miraclis Pleying and these audience members 

display is both a deep-seated unease with the way dramatic performance of the sacred can only ever 

imperfectly handle the difference between signifier and signified, and discomfort with how the 

materiality of performance can embarrass religious purity. There is no getting around this except by 

the obvious remedy of not coming to watch the plays if you know they are going to offend your 

personal belief or sense of decorum. Rather, some actively embrace the way in which the drama of 

the mystery plays can function as an effective vehicle for bringing people together, cutting across 

class, creed and increasingly disparate ideologies to re-form a new whole. 

Case Study: Father Curristan 

 One of the most flamboyant figures to do this in recent years with the York plays is Father 

Hugh Curristan, a Roman Catholic priest based for many years at the York parish of the English 
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Martyrs. Fr Curristan was involved with the mystery plays for decades, his interest in them first 

piqued, indirectly, as a schoolboy, by the Oberammergau Passion Play (yet another link between 

this play and the York cycle). An uncle attended the 1930 production – the same one Martin Browne 

saw – and apart from telling the young Curristan about it also brought him a copy of the York plays 

(presumably Lucy Toulmin Smith’s edition). 

 The young Curristan became “absolutely fascinated with the wonderful pictures of all the 

biblical characters that [he] was learning about in [his] Catholic Sunday School classes and… 

developed a great interest in the dramatic side of the biblical presentation.”  Ordained in 1951, he 682

arrived in York in September of that year – just missing, to his disappointment, the Festival of 

Britain revival production. He managed to see the 1954 and 1957 productions before being posted 

elsewhere, not returning to York until 1971. In Jane Howell’s 1976 production he ended up playing 

the part of the beadle to Pontius Pilate, after initially “thinking [he] would offer [his] services 

behind stage or something”  and then being persuaded by Howell to eke out the ever-meagre 683

numbers of male actors. Then, in 1978, he was asked to take the plays to America by a professor  

(now unfortunately untraceable) from Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee, who had seen 

the 1976 production. With a small cast of twenty and an edited script (incorporating fragments of 

the Chester and Wakefield plays as well as the York cycle), Fr Curristan was “officially transferred 

to an American parish”  for four months. Here he “worked… for his keep,”  which apparently 684 685

involved playing the parts of “God, a shepherd, a King, a pharisee and Pontius Pilate.”  With a 686

Jewish director  and a cast made up of an Irish Roman Catholic priest and an English Anglican 687

vicar alongside “local Baptist and other churches,”  this production must have been among the 688

most denominationally diverse performed to date. It ran for a rather astonishing three months and 

was “very good and very successful,”  although Fr Curristan did not approve of the American 689

 Curristan, interviewed by Tyler.682

 Ibid.683

 Ibid.684

 Ibid.685

 Megi Rychlikova, “Tributes Paid to Father Hugh Curristan,” York Press, April 7, 2012, accessed May 9, 2019, 686

https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/9637616.tributes-paid-to-father-hugh-curristan.

 This fact was mentioned in passing by Fr Curristan in the interview with Mike Tyler but, as he did not give a name, 687

the director – like the American professor responsible for bringing the plays to Tennessee – remains frustratingly 
untraceable.

 Curristan, interviewed by Tyler.688

 Ibid.689
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English version: “[i]t lost the beautiful… translation  and all the nuance and language.”  A 690 691

consummate performer and entertainer – a 1980 article in The Tennessean described him as “[c]leric 

first, [but] also a pianist, accordionist, actor and impersonator of performers such as Chevalier and 

Liberace”  – he remained until his death in 2012 both fascinated and energised by the York plays. 692

 Although he never directly set out to convert through drama, Fr Curristan was an ardent 

champion of the good – both spiritual and non-spiritual – it could do. He was particularly emphatic 

about how effective the mystery plays could be in communicating the biblical story to wide 

audiences in an accessible manner: “if your presentation is too solemn you can turn the listeners off 

and I think there’s no reason why solemn material can’t be presented in a light-hearted way… I 

think the mystery plays did this very effectively.”  Lamenting that one of the only remaining 693

“relic[s] of the original plays”  is the tradition of the Christmas crib, he went on to suggest: 694

[If it] is so popular when we erect these cribs recalling the birth of Christ then… 

how much more would the whole dramatisation of the Bible story [be]…. [The 

medieval cycle was] a very effective way as a vehicle of communicating the Bible 

story…[;] what was very effective for the illiterate populace of the time [the 

Middle Ages] I think is equally effective in communicating the same story to the 

over-literate people of our age.   695

In this same 2001 interview he mused that “the pulpit and theatre [are] not incompatible at all, 

because the same basic training for voice production and presentation and how you deal with 

audiences is the same.”  The whole interview is shot through with his commentary on how the 696

York plays can function as an effective vehicle for the formation of community and ties social as 

well as religious: 

  

 Presumably Curristan is referring here to Purvis’ version.690

 Curristan, interviewed by Tyler.691

 “Father Ryan Plans Musical For Mothers,” The Tennessean, May 4, 1980, 101.692

 Curristan, interviewed by Tyler.693

 Ibid.694

 Ibid.695

 Ibid.696
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during the rounds of the mystery plays you met a lot of people that had no 

connection with any church whatsoever and you got very friendly… [drama is] a 

great leveller – whether the professional actor or the amateur, we’re all the same 

under the direction of a reputable director.  The number of people that talk to me 

about their lives and their problems and their ups and downs…  One chap said to 

me, “Here I am, telling you all about myself and asking your advice. I would never 

dream of going up to the church and knocking on your door and here we are on a 

level.” I found that was a very worthy dimension to my ministry which didn’t 

come into my training at all, but I’ve learned it’s a good thing.  697

Ultimately, Fr Curristan succeeded – in a manner slightly eccentric, decidedly flamboyant and 

definitively his own – in re-appropriating the plays to serve the creation of connections and 

community. He saw the religious or faith-based aspect to the cycle as most effective when 

extended outwards to a social or communal level: to him, the plays were about bringing people 

together, attempting to create a whole out of individual parts. A much clichéd phrase, this, but it 

can be true nevertheless, and in the case of Fr Curristan and his efforts was recognised as such by 

the York community. The plays became almost a part of the priest’s public identity (Innocent III 

would definitely not approve). The York Press’s obituary article after his death in 2012 was 

focussed chiefly on his mystery plays career combined with the time, service and energy he gave 

not just to his parish but to the city as a whole. The two – plays and community – were seen in 

tandem, as if two sides of the same coin. 

Negotiating Signifier and Signified 

 Fr Curristan may have used drama to inform religion, and vice versa, but he never blurred 

the boundaries between them and claimed one was the other: the two, drama and religion, ran on 

two parallel lines that never quite converged. Sometimes, however, the lines can run close to 

becoming blurred. In the 1969 York production, Edward Taylor split the roles of God, Christ and 

Judas between three actors, one of whom was the young John White  (the other two were Peter 698

Blanshard and Gerald Lomas). This casting decision was initially a practical one: feeling that 

both God and Christ were roles too big to ask an amateur actor to understudy on the 

 Ibid.697

 White’s involvement with the plays spans several decades, beginning with the 1957 production, in which he played 698

Adam.
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understanding that they may never get a chance to perform for an audience, Taylor added Judas 

to this duo and had the three (amateur) actors learn each role, which they performed in rotation. 

He then “allow[ed] all three of his Christs quite a lot of latitude… to play whichever way they 

wanted,”  resulting in what must have been three very different versions of the production.  699

 This performance structure, unique in modern productions, makes Taylor’s production the 

only fixed-place staging to incorporate – albeit on a smaller scale – the split-role structure of 

processional staging, where recurring figures such as God, Christ and Satan appear several times 

in successive pageants (here successive performances), each time embodied by a different actor. 

This splitting of roles still invites questions which must also have concerned medieval audiences, 

both theologically and socially. Alexandra Johnston argued of the 1977 Toronto waggon staging 

that “a profound theological point was made as the many Christs gave us a prismatic sense of 

Mankind while the essential divinity of the character remained the same.”  The play cycle and 700

its characters can be a medium for negotiating or exploring the relationship between the human 

and the divine, the self and God, the individual and the whole, reality and imitation, embodiment 

and spirituality, the visible and invisible. Each individual interrogating these questions of the 

cycle will do so uniquely, depending on their age, background, values, socio-economic status, 

and so on. The split roles mirror in their repeating, but through a glass darkly: each will be 

slightly different, and all will be in some way unique. Especially where the figure of Christ is 

concerned, this opens up further questions of similarity, difference and transformation; Christ is 

God but also human, but what kind of human? Is all humanity embodied or encapsulated in 

Christ’s humanity, and what version of humanity could or should represent Christ’s humanity? 

 White’s playing of Christ wrestled – albeit probably unconsciously – with some of these 

questions, almost to the extent of blurring the lines between faith and drama: 

[I]t seems sort of [a] trite and po-faced thing to say, but I made the 

decision… after I got the role, that I would do nothing to scandalise myself 

as Christ during the rehearsals and during the run. I’d seen at least one or 

two Christs who lost credibility with… the crowd from their behaviour….

[N]othing bad, I mean, but they… were using the same language they’d have 

been using had they been playing the devil… [There were] these old ladies 

 John White, interviewed by Mike Taylor, February 18, 2002; recording reference INT/02; transcript archive 699

reference YMP/C/4, National Centre for Early Music, York;  transcript available at http://www.yorkmysteryplays.org/
default.asp?idno=193&a=d&item_id=191&k=John%20White. 

 Johnston, “The York Cycle: 1977,” 4.700
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[who were] in the company… probably for [a] couple or three Mystery 

Plays, and [to] have Christ… shouting the… odd obscenity, it turns them off, 

you know, like a stop-cock, and I can think of at least two Christs who… lost 

them. And I thought… I’ve got the job of having to win the battle with an 

audience [but] I’m also going to win the battle with… the people around 

[on] the stage.  701

He concluded with “my feeling in ’69 was… that the part had to be played off stage as well as on 

stage.”  Such a reaction well and truly blurs the lines between drama and faith, imitation and 702

reality. As the medieval players must have done, White felt not that he was Christ but rather that 

he was representing Christ. But where the medieval players stopped at this – sometimes going to 

significant lengths, for example with the use of masks, to ensure that they did not have to take on 

the face of Christ – White apparently felt that he was representing Christ beyond the purely 

dramatic sense. Although he never explicitly articulated it in this way, he seems to have felt that a 

literal sacred trust had been invested in him with the role and that he had to uphold this, at least 

to his own personal moral satisfaction. In doing so, and in determining to “do nothing to 

scandalise myself,”  White stretched to its furthest degree the exploration of the dichotomy 703

between signifier and signified, substance and accident, which runs through the play cycle in 

both its medieval and modern iterations.  

Variations of Integrity 

 As already noted, around half of those involved with the plays today – whether directly or as 

audiences – come from a self-identifying religious background or viewpoint. Of the half who do 

not, some will emphasise the historical, cultural or social aspects of the cycle over its religious side, 

selecting other parts of the cycle to create a different whole. This in turn can upset the other half. 

Delma Tomlin, for example, remembered ruefully of the 1984 production that she “found out to 

enormous sadness with Toby [Robertson, director]… that he wasn’t interested in Christianity at all, 

it was just a story, in some senses he consciously rejected anything that it might have to do with… 

 White, interviewed by Tyler.701

 Ibid.702

 Ibid.703
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the Christian faith.”  It seems more likely that this production, as with others that have been 704

criticised for a lack of religiosity,  simply prioritised other themes inherent within the cycle rather 705

than deliberately rejected its Christianity. However, attempting to separate the York plays from their 

faith – the whole from this part – does seem a particularly fraught operation that, where attempted, 

can leave audiences unsatisfied or unfulfilled. John White notes that often “[d]irectors think [the 

cycle] needs interpreting,”  but that in doing so the central theme of the cycle can be lost, with (to 706

date) nothing of equal dramatic power taking its place: 

[T]hey [directors] didn’t have to believe it, but they had to trust the text [because] 

the text believed that, and once they start trying to interpret it, the thing falls 

apart… quite a lot of the Mystery Plays have fallen apart for me from that very 

point of view… Martin Browne… and Joseph O’Conor [Christ in both the 1951 

and 1954 productions]… were playing… the text very simply… but by God it was 

powerful, incredibly powerful. You know, you don’t have to have angina to be able 

to play a heart patient in theatre, but you’ve got to be able to believe that angina 

exists! And these people did believe that, and I think that those early productions 

had an integrity which gave them this strength, and… audiences took that message 

away.  707

However, his implied suggestion that present-day performances have lost an “integrity” is 

problematic (some would say bordering on insulting). For each person involved with the plays, 

‘integrity’ – whatever that problematic concept is – will be something different. For Browne, White, 

Tomlin and many others, the cycle’s integrity – its wholeness and its honesty, the two principal 

etymological meanings of the word – is in the way it aligns with, realises and presents their own 

personal faith. But for others its integrity lies in the way it can be adapted, shifting to support many 

different interpretations, which may or may not have a direct religious influence. Thus Philip Breen, 

director for the 2016 Minster production, could find his way into the cycle because to him “[the 

plays] are asking the most profound questions about who we are, where we are going and what it 

 Delma Tomlin, interviewed by Mike Tyler, with Keith Wood and Geoff Wragg, December 13, 2001; recording 704

reference INT/01; transcript archive reference YMP/O/3/4, stored as YMP/C/3/2, National Centre for Early Music, 
York. Emphasis in transcription.

 The 1980 Patrick Garland production, for example. See Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 118.705

 White, interviewed by Tyler. 706

 Ibid.707
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means to be alive.”  Similarly, the cycle has the flexibility to incorporate attempts in some recent 708

productions to modernise its theology, the most notable example of this being female actors taking 

on principal roles including God, Christ and Lucifer.   709

 This search on the part of directors for their own version of the cycle’s integrity or truth can 

lead to casting and directorial decisions which are often highly controversial among audiences  710

but also, often, among the most dramatically fruitful. Steven Pimlott’s decision to cast in his 1988 

production a thirteen-year-old boy (John Lacy Colson) as God the Father and a nine-year-old as the 

Archangel Gabriel is one of the most unusual casting decisions in the plays’ modern performance 

history. And yet Pimlott’s justification – “[i]t’s very difficult getting an adult to act the innocence 

and purity required”  – would seem to make perfectly logical dramatical sense. Although not 711

everybody agreed with this, at least it provoked lively discussion: one Stewart Lack “could not 

refrain from offering his own opinion, based on long experience in his profession [he was a 

teacher], that ‘schoolboys are not renowned for goodness and innocence’ nor could they carry ‘the 

weighty import of the parts.’”  712

From Faith to Flood 

 Looking back over the two most recent productions of the mystery plays – the 2016 fixed-

place Minster production and the 2018 waggons – there are indications of a shift away from 

‘traditional’ representations of religion to exploration of wider contemporary ethical and moral 

issues. This, it seems, is partly a generational shift and partly a social one. In terms of the former, 

 Breen, York Minster Mystery Plays 2016 Programme, 39.708

 Ruth Ford was the first woman to play the part of God in the York plays, in the 1996 York Theatre Royal production, 709

and the Fall of the Angels pageant in the 1998 Toronto production was played entirely by women. In the most recent 
production of the plays, the 2018 waggons, the Fall of Man and Temptation of Christ pageants were both performed by 
all-female casts, and the Crucifixion had a female Christ. However, this is not always appreciated by audiences; there 
were mutterings from some about 2018’s female Jesuses. Interestingly, female devils and Lucifers do not seem to 
provoke the same condemnation.

 Such as the realistically depicted “scene of debauchery” (Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 134) leading up to the 710

Flood scene in the 1988 production, which included “a simulated sex scene… reach[ing] a startling level of realism due 
to ‘high spirits’ among the cast” (Jim Kelly, “York Plays Orgy Scene Couple Decide to Improvise,” Yorkshire Evening 
Post, July 11, 1988, 11). Notes Rogerson of this, “Most of the audience could not see the offending couple, who were 
obscured by the cross, but traditionalists were predictably upset. It was twenty years since the abolition of stage 
censorship, and professional theatre practitioners had no qualms about confronting audiences with scenes of this kind, 
but it was a different matter for the York amateurs, especially in the context of the mysteries that, for many, still 
required the decorum that Browne expected of his Museum Garden casts in the 1950s” (Playing a Part in History, 134).

 Gregory Jensen, “The Bible on Stage With Hindu Christ and Boy God,” UPI, accessed May 9, 2019, https://711

www.upi.com/Archives/1988/06/10/The-Bible-on-stage-with-Hindu-Christ-and-boy-God/1811581918400/.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 134.712
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Church of England attendance continues to fall;  the average age of regular parishioners in 2010 713

was 61  and only 2% of young adults identify with the church.  Data from other denominations 714 715

are both less accessible and less reliable – of statistics for the Catholic church, for example, the 

website British Religion in Numbers acknowledges that “[t]here are long-standing concerns about 

the quality of many Roman Catholic statistics (especially estimated Catholic population), arising 

from the absence of a national infrastructure for data collection and quality control, such as exists, 

for example, in the Church of England.”  It suggests, however, that “[i]n many senses the decline 716

in the Roman Catholic Church mirrors what is happening in mainstream Christian denominations in 

[Great Britain].” Beyond this there has been, especially over the last decade or so, a comprehensive 

shift in societal attitudes and values. In Britain as in other western countries there is increasing 

awareness of, and focus on, issues such as climate change, wider concern for the ecological and 

environmental state of the planet, global conflict, regional and global inequality, and humanitarian 

crises. These are all huge topics to explore through any means, and a collection of forty-seven 

medieval religious pageants is not obviously one of these.  However, drama responds to and 717

reflects the world out of which it is created, as it always has done, from the medieval (and before) to 

the modern. As people become more concerned with the state of the earth while they (and future 

generations) are on it rather than with the state of their soul after they have shuffled off it, there are 

small but growing suggestions that the plays can be used as a vehicle for different kinds of integrity.  

The cycle’s medieval religious whole has now, in current production, become one of many parts. 

These constituent parts can be interrogated to explore a different kind of whole, one much broader 

and more applicable to current society than the medieval Catholic worldview. 

 This idea has already been touched on in earlier chapters of this thesis, such as Chapter 4’s 

discussion of Philip Breen’s deliberate engagement in 2016 with “contemporary debates around 

 Harriet Sherwood, “Attendance at Church of England’s Sunday Services Falls Again,” The Guardian, November 14, 713

2018, accessed June 5, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/14/attendance-church-of-england-sunday-
services-falls-again.

 Andy Bloxham and Martin Beckford, “Average Age of Churchgoers Now 61, Church of England Report Finds,” The 714

Telegraph, January 22, 2010, accessed June 5, 2019,  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/7054097/Average-age-
of-churchgoers-now-61-Church-of-England-report-finds.html.

 Sherwood, “Attendance at Church of England’s Sunday Services.”715

 Clive D. Field, “Roman Catholic and Other Statistics,” British Religion in Numbers, January 11, 2014, accessed June 716

5, 2019, http://www.brin.ac.uk/roman-catholic-and-other-statistics/.

 Although medieval populations did display an appreciable concern for the environment and its sustainability; see, for 717

a general introduction to these issues, John Aberth’s An Environmental History of the Middle Ages: The Crucible of 
Nature (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon; New York, N.Y): Routledge, 2013.
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climate change”  for the Flood scene and evocation of “the recent images of refugees from war 718

torn parts of the Middle East and dead children being washed up on foreign shores”  in the 719

Slaughter of the Innocents. The 2016 production as a whole was crafted as a “magisterial multi-

authored narrative of the struggle for the ‘world’s well-being,’”  working towards “a sense of 720

common humanity.”  Some pageants in the 2018 waggon production also engaged with current 721

topical issues, although often more vaguely and less cohesively; waggon stagings tend to go down 

much more ‘traditional’ routes, with – as we saw in Chapter 4 – a far greater emphasis on the 

‘medieval.’ The programme notes to the Temptation pageant claimed that the interpretation 

“place[d] a modern perspective on a classic tale, investigating the nature of temptation and sin and 

what it truly means to stand against evil.”  This, however, was not projected effectively through 722

the staging,  possibly because as a director’s vision it is a fairly nebulous concept. Much more 723

effective was the Harrowing of Hell, which was played as “Jesus and Satan locked in a battle of 

wits to save or damn the souls of all humanity.”  This staging “aimed to weave together our 724

history with the modern dilemmas we face,”  the devils personifying sins old and modern, “from 725

drunkenness and greed to pollution and cyber bullying.”  With the text modernised to present-day 726

English but the rhythm and rhyme of the original preserved, this pageant was probably one of the 

most successful in the production as an example of how the modern can inherit the medieval, 

manipulating and refashioning the old to reflect the new. 

 Tom Straszewski, who was the overall director (or ‘pageant master’) for the 2018 waggon 

production, has a specific interest in how contemporary productions of the plays can “use and 

respond to their surroundings and their communities, with a particular focus on flooding, climate 

change and rebuilding.”  This echoes themes explored in the March 2018 Riding Lights Junior 727

Youth Theatre company production of It’s A Mystery, which presented scripts adapted from three of 

 York Minster Mystery Plays 2016 Programme, 39.718

 Ibid.719

 Ibid., 4.720

 Ibid., 39.721

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.722

 However, I only ever saw this from the very back of the crowd, so effect may have been lost with distance.723

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.724

 Ibid.725

 Ibid.726

 Tom Straszewski, Facebook post, May 31, 2019.727
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the York pageants (the Incredulity of Thomas, Christ Before the Doctors, and the Flood) performed 

by children aged between eleven and fourteen. The three short plays were intended to “bring 

forward questions about how we engage with our beliefs, our society, and our planet.”  This was 728

most directly addressed through the last script (Henry Raby’s Flooded), which addressed the issue 

of rising global sea levels, “ask[ing] what might happen if there was a second flood. As the tides 

rise, it challenges its audience to think about the impact they are having on the world around 

them.”  729

 If this trend continues, the cycle seems poised to contribute, over the next decade or so, a 

much louder voice to the ongoing debate regarding contemporary social and ecological issues. 

Whether the personal religious meaning which many audience members currently still find in the 

plays will continue to drop away as new generations come to the cycle remains to be seen. 

Currently, the function of the religious part has diverged from that of the social whole. The cycle’s 

overarching communal concern is no longer primarily with religious truths and faith-based morals, 

but with the health and welfare of the community, at both the local scale and the global one. Yet at 

the same time some individuals still find that the cycle speaks to them of faith and spirituality; as it 

did with John Hall, the cycle still offers an accessibility to “hav[ing] a word with the ‘big guy’ 

Himself.”  For some, the workings of this part still reflect the operations of the larger cycle. But 730

for audiences as a whole, the cycle’s religious part no longer reflects the meaning of the whole. 

Gadamer’s eternally circular model of understanding, where meaning is found in a part but the 

meaning of the part is only found in relation to a greater whole, is therefore complicated within the 

play cycle. Crucially, it is a specifically modern complication; the medieval cycle had a much 

greater unity of purpose, and a much clearer relation of the part to the whole. But both medieval and 

modern audiences come to the cycle with the aim of “understanding what is there.”  Simply put, 731

in different ages, cultures and societies, what is ‘there’ to be understood differs too. 

 Abi Oscroft, quoted in “Modern Mysteries From Riding Lights,” York Mystery Plays, March 9, 2018, accessed June 728

5, 2019, https://www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/modern-mysteries-riding-lights/. 

 Ibid.729

 Hall, interviewed by Tyler.730

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 267.731
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Chapter 6: Playing the Modern Plays: The 2018 

Waggon Production 

 This chapter will use the September 2018 York waggon production as a case study for close 

examination of issues already raised more broadly throughout earlier chapters of the thesis. In so 

doing it discusses some of the decisions which must be made by directors producing the plays in a 

contemporary context, and the effects of these decisions on the performance and its reception. It 

thus explores what might be termed the hermeneutic quandary of the modern York cycle, which 

must negotiate a complex self-scrutinising relationship with the past, with the disjunction between 

past and present, and with medievalism and the ‘medieval.’ In this way the cycle performs what 

Gadamer terms the process of play, “a constant to-and-fro movement.”  For Gadamer, 732

this incessant back and forth motion… reveals something about the nature 

of art as being essentially incomplete and incompletable. The meaning of art 

works is what is revealed and opened up in the constant oscillation between 

art work and interpreter. The meaning of the art work is never final, just as a 

game never reaches true finality; the game can always be played again and 

again and players will always be drawn into its horizon.  733

This demonstrably holds true for the York cycle; it is indeed constantly renewed in its ongoing 

production, “played again and again” down the centuries and in so doing continually drawing in 

new audiences. Yet thanks to the intangible nature of performance, it remains always “essentially 

incomplete and incompletable.”  734

 The concept of play intersects with the York cycle on many levels, from the medieval 

English sense of the word through to Gadamer’s understanding of it in modern German. In 

medieval English, play – the word used to describe a theatrical performance – was often used as a 

synonym for game, a sense which has now been lost in our modern English understanding of drama 

but which is retained for Gadamer in German.  The German noun for game, das Spiel, and the 735

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide For the Perplexed, 91; see also Gadamer, Truth and Method, 103ff.732

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 91.733

 Ibid.734

 See footnote 27 at Chapter 1.735
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verb for play, spielen, originally meant dance, in which Gadamer sees another “to-and-fro 

movement that is not tied to any goal that would bring it to an end. […] The movement of 

playing… renews itself in constant repetition.”  So the York cycle is a game, a forum for 736

relaxation and rejuvenation but also for exploration and discovery; it is also play, engaged in 

continual to-and-fro between past and present, part and whole, text and interpreter, the dialogue 

constantly regenerated and never reaching an end. And the cycle incorporates, as Gadamer puts it, 

“two relationships at work in the operation of play:”  737

On the one hand, there is the dynamic between the players and the game, 

while on the other there is the relationship between the players and the 

spectators, what Gadamer terms a ‘playing along with.’ Concerning the 

players and the game, the game always takes precedence over the individual 

players… the game itself, wherein the play is enacted, will always be more 

extensive than the actions of the players.  738

Most crucially, in any dramatic performance – a play in the modern use of the word – “the audience 

is essential to the performance in the same way as spectators make a necessary contribution to a 

football match… the spectators contribute to the character of the game.”  This is true of any 739

performance but particularly so in the case of the York cycle, whose audiences continue to shape its 

character – its form, function and purpose. 

 The director, too, as a particularly involved player, shapes to some extent the “character” of 

the modern plays. Any director tackling the York plays for a new production has to deal with the 

long shadow cast by previous performances, and with its attendant weight of tradition and 

expectation. Any new production is inevitably measured and compared against those that have gone 

before, to the extent that considering performances in isolation as unique, self-contained entities is 

often very difficult – not helped by the fact that (especially for waggon productions) costumes, set 

and actors are frequently re-used from one production to the next, further reducing the individuality 

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 103.736

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide For the Perplexed, 91.737

 Ibid.738

 Ibid., 92.739
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of these productions. This is not peculiar to the York plays,  but it plays a significant role in how 740

they are received and perceived. Although the York plays are sometimes – albeit erroneously – 

compared to the plays of Shakespeare and lumped together in the popular imagination as ‘early 

theatre,’ the two traditions differ far more than they are similar. Audiences of Shakespeare have 

become used to innovation, experimentation and development; often, indeed, they demand novelty. 

Audiences and devotees of the York plays demand the opposite: heritage, tradition and stability. 

Directors must balance this with the understandable temptation to innovate, do something new, put 

their own mark on the plays. This back-and-forth dialogue is a crucial aspect of play and of re-

creating the plays in modern performance: “In order for there to be a game, there always has to 

be… something else with which the player plays and which automatically responds to his move 

with a countermove.”  However, this does not come without tension. As Geoff Wragg 741

remembered in 2001, looking back over the rather turbulent years for the plays in the mid 1980s,  742

“part of the problem of the Mystery Plays [then] was that each director wanted to do something 

different to identify the Mystery Plays as theirs.”  This created not only “escalating cost”  as 743 744

productions became bigger, bolder and more technologically advanced, but, often, disagreement 

between directorial vision and the local community who wanted the plays performed ‘as they 

always had been’ – whatever that meant.  

 The perception that the York plays have always been performed one way is, of course, 

completely erroneous, but nevertheless it persists. Despite the strengthening hold and presence of 

the waggon productions over the last twenty years or so, many within York continue to maintain 

that the plays belong in the abbey ruins, following the tradition established by Martin Browne and 

in so doing completely ignoring their medieval staging practice. Laura Elizabeth Rice, who has 

been involved with the waggon plays for several years – often through the Lords of Misrule drama 

group from the Centre for Medieval Studies at York University – told me of a conversation she had 

with a York woman about the mystery plays. It became apparent they were talking at cross-purposes 

 For example, other semi-regular community productions, such as the Oberammergau Passion Play, do the same 740

thing.

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 105-6.741

 Geoff Wragg, interviewed by Mike Tyler with Delma Tomlin and Keith Wood, December 13, 2001; transcript 742

archive reference YMP/C/3, National Centre for Early Music, York; available online at http://
www.yorkmysteryplays.org/default.asp?idno=193&a=d&item_id=190&k=Geoff%20Wragg. Wragg attributes this state 
of flux partly to a change in local politics, “because the Labour party that took control [in 1984] of the city council 
viewed the Mystery Plays and festival as being elitist” (ibid.).

 Wragg, interviewed by Tyler with Tomlin and Wood.743

 Ibid.744
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when the woman said, “Oh, I mean the proper plays,” referring to the fixed-place tradition in the 

Museum Gardens. Blithely overlooked is the fact that this tradition is, in the full context of the 

seven hundred-year staging history of the York cycle, a very new one. Nevertheless – as we have 

seen through earlier chapters – this model, once established, quickly became firmly entrenched, 

creating a very particular kind of what Margaret Rogerson calls ‘theatre of the people.’ Or, as 

Gadamer puts it, 

however much a religious or profane play represents a world wholly closed 

within itself, it is as open toward the spectator, in whom it achieves its whole 

significance. The players play their role as in any game, and thus the play is 

represented, but the play itself is the whole, comprising players and spectators. 

In fact, it is experienced properly by, and presents itself… to, one who is not 

acting in the play but watching it. In him the game is raised, as it were, to its 

ideality.  745

Thus, between the 1950s and the 2000 Millennium, the mystery plays continually re-forged within 

York a distinct, identifiable style whose hallmarks were huge casts and crowd scenes consisting of 

local amateurs; large-scale set, action and movement; and a communal audience brought together 

by, and within, a bounded space – whether this was the Museum Gardens, the York Theatre Royal 

or, eventually, the Minster itself. With audiences having grown accustomed to this and anticipating 

it production after production, fulfilling the weight of expectation within the vastly different 

conventions and technologies of waggon staging is always a challenge. The paradox, of course, is 

that though some among audiences demand what is perceived as tradition, stability and continuity 

through fixed-place stagings, the waggon stagings are technically more ‘traditional,’ contain more 

of ‘heritage,’ and are more ‘medieval’ than fixed-place stagings, a point already raised throughout 

earlier chapters and one to which we will again return. 

 Tom Straszewski, artistic director for the 2018 waggon production, had been involved with 

the 2016 Minster production, discussed at more length in Chapter 3, as one of four ‘community’ or 

assistant directors.  He is thus one of a small number of theatre practitioners with extensive 746

experience of handling the York plays through both fixed-place and waggon stagings, holding a 

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 109.745

 Straszewski’s involvement with the plays, however, dates back to 2008, when he took the part of Joseph. 746
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comprehensive understanding of the particular technologies, opportunities and shortcomings of 

each. His experience working on the Minster production showed him, firstly, how each production 

of the mystery plays operates within a self-referential network of earlier productions; and, secondly, 

what not to do in 2018. Most importantly, the production could not risk alienating the local York 

community. With the top members of the creative team all from outside York, the 2016 production 

was not perceived as a ‘local’ one, and was never fully accepted by some in the community. This 

was not helped by the fact that the decision to play Wednesday matinees ruled out almost 

completely the opportunity for the local workforce population to be involved. Philip McGinley, 

playing Christ, was never able to integrate into the cast to the extent that Ferdinand Kingsley had 

done in the 2012 fixed-place staging. Kingsley moved to York for the entire rehearsal period but 

McGinley, with other concurrent commitments elsewhere, was not able to do this. Many (not all) of 

the costumes were brought up from London, and the marketing, whose main colour scheme was a 

rather sombre and gloomy range of browns,  was focussed on London as well, not helping the 747

them-and-us divide. Ticket prices, although not outrageous, tended towards the expensive, with 

evening performances priced from £25-40 and a child rate of £15 only available at matinees. 

Finally, the demanding six-month rehearsal period followed by a six-week performance run (the 

longest within York in the plays’ history) had left some in the volunteer cast – all of whom had 

other life commitments such as jobs to hold down, families to care for, school to attend, and exams 

to sit – tired and demoralised. 

 Nothing daunted, Straszewski landed the position of director for the 2018 plays – one of the 

very few associated with the production that came with a salary – with a unique proposal for the 

production. One of those why-has-nobody-thought-of-this-before ideas, Straszewski’s vision was to 

pair parallel Old and New Testament stories around five successive themes: creation, temptation, 

betrayal, sacrifice and liberation. The pageants were performed in these pairings, the Old Testament 

episode first, followed by the New. The performance arc was therefore thematic, with a 

theologically narrative arc rather than a chronological one, although the Creation and Judgement 

pageants still began and ended the performance. Although this pairing caused some confusion 

among audiences, it actually engaged very effectively with the multiplicity of temporal points 

inherent within the processional staging of the cycle. Moreover, though the idea was hailed as a new 

one, it was in essence simply a development of the figural and typological logic embedded in the 

earliest versions of the cycle, one that made for extremely effective visual representation of this 

 However, I did like the full-colour version of the production’s logo, which made effective use of the Minster’s 747

stained glass.
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aspect of the cycle’s internal structure. The original idea of having the Old Testament pageants 

presented in a ‘medieval’ style and the New Testament ones in a ‘modern,’ however, came across 

less clearly. There were plenty of modernisations, some very effective, but the medieval was 

frequently left extremely vague; the Fall of Man, for example [Figure 6.1], featured very little set 

behind Adam and Eve sporting modern baggy white cotton T-shirts and trousers. 

Figure 6.1: The Fall of Man, King’s Manor, Sunday 9th September 2018. 

Photograph by Hilary Bainbridge. Used with permission. 

The pageant pairings chosen were the Creation to the Fifth Day with the Annunciation and 

Visitation; the Fall of Man with the Temptation of Christ; Cain and Abel with The Remorse of 

Judas; Abraham and Isaac with the dovetailed  Crucifixion and Death of Christ; and Moses and 748

 This was common even during the medieval performance period: the A/Y Memorandum Book for 1422 records this. 748

This decision was made partly to help keep running times within reasonable length: “quod materie ambarum 
paginarium simul in una pagina possent in ludi abbreuacionem commodius ludencium oracula audienti populo 
demonstrari conscenciebant pro se” [the matter of both pageants could be shown together in one pageant for the 
shortening of the play rather profitably for the people hearing the holy words of the players]”) (Johnston and Rogerson, 
eds, REED: York 36 [722]).
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Pharaoh with The Harrowing of Hell. The Last Judgement, standing alone (listed in the programme 

as Judgement Day), closed and rounded out the performance, which thus consisted of eleven 

pageants (although only ten waggons featured in the performance, as the Temptation of Christ 

shared with the Fall of Man). The thematic pairings allowed an outing for other, previously under-

performed pageants, primarily many of the Old Testament stories. However, certain pageants ‘had’ 

to be included: Creation and Judgement, along with the Crucifixion. Partly this was because the 

first two make logical bookends and the latter an effective climax for the performance, but also 

because these are the pageants most audiences remember from year to year and expect to see 

performed. Like the expression of internal figural repetition encapsulated in the idea of pageant 

pairings, this picks up on motivations also inherent in the earliest medieval forms of the plays: the 

impulse to create temporal cyclicality, the plays repeated in similar form year after year, creating a 

strong sense of seasonal rhythm and continuity. It also echoes, of course, Gadamer’s notion of play, 

the cycle “renewing itself in constant repetition.”  749

 The production was scheduled for September, with two Sunday processional performances 

(the 9th and 16th) and an abbreviated evening performance in the Shambles market between, on 

Wednesday the 12th. In the early stages of planning July had been suggested, the month in which 

most previous waggon productions had taken place and – being high summer – that with the highest 

chance of favourable weather. However, by November 2017 the date had been pushed back to 

September. The reasoning for this was never made public but must have been influenced by the 

inaugural season of Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre York, a temporary ‘pop-up’ structure based on the 

dimensions of the sixteenth-century London Rose playhouse. This was erected in a carpark at the 

foot of Clifford’s Tower from late June to the first weekend of September [Figure 6.2]. A full-scale 

commercial theatrical operation, the Rose would have been competing with the mystery plays – had 

the latter taken place in July as originally planned – not only for audiences and publicity but for 

logistical resources such as car parking space (always scarce in York). Moreover, the three 

performances of the mystery plays would have run the risk of being overshadowed by the four 

Shakespeare productions running in daily repertory at the Rose. 

 

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 103.749
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Figure 6.2: Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre York, June 2018. 

Photograph by Eleanor Bloomfield.  

 Between the Rose, the mystery plays, and the York Shakespeare Project,  there was a lot of 750

early theatre taking place in York that summer. Acknowledging York’s centuries-long theatrical 

tradition, the Rose produced an explanatory timeline  of the city’s theatre-making. In this the 751

mystery plays featured heavily, beginning with their medieval performance, running through to the 

1951 revival, and ending with that year’s waggon production. A nod to the mystery plays was also 

incorporated into the ‘Shakespeare’s Village’ surrounding the Rose playhouse in the form of a 

wagon (with one un-medieval g) on which short free performances took place daily, none of them 

 This group, established in 2001, aims to perform of all Shakespeare’s plays in York within twenty years at a rate of 750

around two a year; they are on track to do so in 2020. They also run other events such as ‘Sonnet Walks.’ For more 
information see their website, York Shakespeare Project, accessed December 9, 2019, http://
beta.yorkshakespeareproject.org/about-the-project. 

 Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre York Programme (Lunchbox Theatrical Productions, 2018), 4-5. The timeline was also 751

repeated on the fence surrounding the site.
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remotely ‘medieval’ apart from the York Waits.  With the wagon tucked away in a corner behind a 752

stall selling traditional Yorkshire pasties and parked hard up against the fence [Figure 6.3], these 

performances did not seem to draw crowds, and exactly what the use of the wagon was trying to 

achieve or portray remained unclear. The programme notes explained that the village was an 

attempt “to try to recreate some aspects of Bankside next to our theatre.”  As the Bankside 753

playhouses would have made using waggons obsolete and performing outside the theatres pointless, 

the connection remains obscure. The one offered by the programme – that Elizabethan touring 

playing companies continued to play around the country on waggons – is dubious; generally they 

played in inns, large private homes, town halls, sometimes churches.  Overall, the use of the 754

wagon seems to have been a good-natured but rather careless and misguided mashing together of 

time periods and different theatrical traditions. The result was agreeable, but not particularly 

interesting or dramatically useful. Instead it is symptomatic of the commercial practices of 

contemporary medievalism at work both in Britain and elsewhere, where historical accuracy is not 

required as long as a rough air of Ye Olde Merrie Englande can be conjured in a semi-plausible 

manner. It was in this vein that the wagon returned (still with one g) to the Rose’s second season in 

2019. 

Figure 6.3: Wagon used for performances, Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre York, July 2018 

Photograph by Eleanor Bloomfield. 

 The York Shakespeare Project also performed some short skits in front of the waggon.752

 Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre York Programme, 88.753

 For more on this see S. Keenan, Travelling Players in Shakespeare’s England (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 754

2002; and Leslie Thomson, “Staging on the Road, 1586-1594: A New Look at Some Old Assumptions,” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 61, no. 4 (2010), 526-50.
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 As with any theatrical production, one crucially practical consideration which had to be 

faced before the 2018 production could get off the ground was the issue of funding. With the 

spectre of the half-million pounds lost by the 2016 Minster play production still looming, this must 

have been a daunting prospect, despite the 2018 waggon plays being run on a strictly not-for-profit 

basis and by a different entity (in 2016 the production was overseen by the York Minster Mystery 

Plays Board, in 2018 by the York Festival Trust). Funds and support were eventually garnered 

hotchpotch – as with previous waggon productions – from a variety of sources including business 

sponsorship, grants from various bodies, trusts and charitable groups, crowdfunding and individual 

donations. This covered major costs including marketing, security, seating hire and waggon storage, 

and allowed a smallish production budget for each pageant. As several groups already had some 

infrastructure – chiefly waggons  and props – in place from previous years, a lot of recycling went 755

on; the Crucifixion waggon, for example, has been wheeled out at least since 2010. The reusing of 

properties and scenery in this way, which according to surviving records also happened in the 

Middle Ages, is not only practical common sense, but also – as it would have done then – creates a 

sense of continuity and familiarity across productions. Bedern Hall provided suitably medieval  756

office space for Roger Lee (chairman of the York Festival Trust) and Straszewski, rehearsal space 

for groups requiring it, and a central base or back of house area during performances. 

 The body responsible for ultimate oversight of the production was the York Festival Trust, 

self-styled “Guardians of the Mystery Plays.”  Though not mentioned by Margaret Rogerson in 757

her comprehensive history of the York plays to 2006, this charitable trust was incorporated in 1979; 

why then, and what its original charter and mission statement were, is now unclear. However, it 

does not seem to have had a particularly active involvement with production of the mystery plays 

until Jane Oakshott’s 1998 waggon production, the first to involve the surviving York guilds in “the 

closest fit possible with the original performance groups of the Middle Ages.”  The Trust has been 758

involved in waggon stagings ever since, managing to produce them at regular four-yearly intervals 

since 2002. Somewhere along the way it picked up an extra g, switching from wagon to waggon – 

 As at Toronto in 1977 and 1998, these were mostly old farm waggons.755

 The building dates from around the thirteenth century and now houses the modern iterations of the Gild of Freemen, 756

the Company of Cordwainers and the York Guild of Building.

 “Guardians of the Mystery Plays – York Festival Trust,” York Mystery Plays, accessed June 13, 2019, https://757

www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/york-festival-trust/.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 183.758
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the older, ‘traditional,’ form, a literal spelling out of medievalising impulses. Acting on behalf of the 

York guilds and helping to “combine[] them as a unit by virtue of their shared involvement with the 

plays,”  the Trust provides the waggon plays with a body dedicated to overseeing productions and 759

committed to their ongoing preservation: 

York Festival Trust has taken responsibility for preserving the waggon play 

tradition for the community of the 21st century. By staging the plays in their 

original performance context… it not only recognises and respects tradition, 

but makes a very real contribution to the present by creating an engaging, 

personable experience for York and its communities.  760

The Trust also ensures a level of stability and continuity (most, if not all, of the current board 

members have been involved with the plays for years). This stability of oversight is something the 

fixed-place stagings currently lack, although there are a number of other groups within York also 

dedicated to maintenance of the plays. As briefly mentioned in Chapter 4, among the most 

important of these are the YMPST (which works closely with York St John University), the York 

Theatre Royal, the theatre companies Riding Lights and Pilot Theatre York, and Make It York, the 

city’s tourism organisation. As many individuals from within these groups are involved in more 

than one, together these various organisations cross over to form a fairly tight network pulling 

together volunteers, interested public, academia, theatre practice and practitioners, publicity and 

cultural heritage. Many of these groups returned to be closely involved with the 2018 waggons: the 

Riding Lights Junior Theatre company produced, in March 2018, the It’s A Mystery production as a 

precursor to the main waggon plays;  the York St John University Players performed the Remorse 761

of Judas, the YMPST the Harrowing of Hell; and Make It York provided both publicity and 

financial support. 

 This city-wide network of support remains invaluable for mounting  the play production; 762

without it doing so would not be logistically possible. Today as in the Middle Ages, the cohesive 

unity of the cycle depends on the inter-relation of its component parts to make up the complete 

 Ibid.759

 “Guardians of the Mystery Plays – York Festival Trust.”760

 See Chapter 5.761

 Or ‘bringing forth,’ as the programme ‘medievally’ preferred to style it.762
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whole. However, as Straszewski knew, negotiating among not only these groups but also the 

various guilds and churches to create a unified, integrated whole is no mean feat. Although some of 

the pageant groups involved him closely in their rehearsal process, others were much more 

independent. As was inevitable across eleven very different groups with very different backgrounds, 

traditions and aims, the presentation and stagings varied widely. So too did the quality and 

effectiveness of these. Ultimately Straszewski had to trust that his script and initial conceptual 

vision would hold the eleven different pageants together in performance. As he remarked, he 

consoled himself with the fact that, if certain pageants’ stagings were not of the standard he would 

have liked to see, at least they had only twenty minutes to perform! 

 With the idea of thematic pageant pairings approved by the York Festival Trust, Straszewski 

set to editing the script. As part of the Cain and Abel pageant is missing from the original play 

manuscript, he filled in the gap with material from the N-Town cycle. He also scripted, using other 

“elements of the York Plays,”  a “linking story”  for Lucifer to tie together the five pageants 763 764

chosen for the evening Shambles performance. The language was modernised for clarity and 

accessibility to modern audiences, but the powerful rhythm and force of the original Middle English 

was retained as far as possible. This has become de facto standard practice. The very few modern 

productions of the York pageants to have been presented in their original language were done as 

academic experiments; to date this has never been attempted large-scale in a community or 

commercial production. The level of modernisation across different productions varies, from the 

fairly light with a genuine attempt to retain the language patterns and rhythms of the original (most 

claim to do this and the 2018 production would also fall into this category) to the Americanisation 

so objected to by Fr Curristan, and the literal “modern idiom[s]”  in the 2000 script, which John 765

Hall strongly objected to. Hall particularly disliked the devils saying “Oh, bollocks!,” although to 

others this seemed in keeping with the sense and spirit of their medieval counterparts.  

 This, of course, is the inevitable conflict at play in any performance of the cycle: whether it 

is more ‘true’ to preserve the historical actualities – however imperfectly these are known or 

understood – of the past or to attempt to preserve the so-called spirit of it – whatever that is 

understood to be (and it is usually different things to different people). Alexandra Johnston, in the 

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.763

 Ibid.764

 Hall, interviewed by Tyler.765
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1977 Toronto production, attempted to do both, but ultimately felt more successful in the latter. This 

issue is not one confined to the York mystery plays. It is, however, one probably better and more 

widely known through productions of ‘historically-informed’ Shakespeare, particularly as 

demonstrated through enterprises such as the London Globe, Auckland’s Pop-up Globe,  and 766

York’s Rose, all of which claim to re-create the structure, atmosphere and experience of 

Shakespeare’s theatre. While they may reach an approximation of it, they can never obtain a true re-

creation – firstly and most obviously because the past is past and can never be fully recovered. As 

Gadamer notes,  

[r]econstructing the original circumstances, like all restoration, is a futile 

undertaking in view of the historicity of our being. What is reconstructed, a 

life brought back from the lost past, is not original. In its continuance in an 

estranged state it acquires only a derivative, cultural existence.  767

Moreover, an accurate rendition of the past often simply does not work in a modern context. To take 

just two examples, all three theatres play evening performances, despite the fact that Shakespeare’s 

playhouse could not have done so due to lack of artificial lighting. Not to do so would be bad 

business; modern audiences want to attend the theatre in the evening after work. The Pop-up Globe, 

until a controversy blew up mid-2018 around doing so, used all-male casts for some of its 

productions on the basis that all actors in Shakespeare’s company were male; this is true, but 

women’s roles would have been taken by adolescent boys. All the actors in the Pop-up Globe’s casts 

were fully-grown men, because younger boys would have lacked the necessary experience, and 

trying to employ them would have been a logistical nightmare under child labour laws. And yet 

audiences are drawn to the ‘historical’ aspects of such productions, however inaccurate they may 

actually be, because they feel such attempts at historicism offer a representation of the past close 

enough to bring it within the possibility of experience. Modern productions of the York plays work 

in the same way, to the same ends and relying on the same motivating factor. 

 Very similar in design and concept to the York Rose, this is a scaffolding full-scale replica of Shakespeare’s second 766

Globe theatre. It opened in February 2016 as a temporary ‘pop-up, pop-down’ structure for an initial one-off run in 
Auckland’s CBD, but was brought back the next year at a different site. Now into its fifth and, as announced, final 
Auckland season, it has also run three Australian seasons. See Pop-up Globe Theatre Auckland, accessed November 26, 
2019, https://popupglobe.co.nz/.

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 167.767
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 In terms of staging, Straszewski aimed for the immediacy of waggon staging combined with 

the spectacle of fixed-place playing; he understood what we have already seen in Chapter 5, that 

fixed-place staging is always more visually impressive than waggon staging but also creates much 

more emotional distance between actor and audience. Ultimately this vision was effectively realised 

in some pageants – most notably the Remorse of Judas, the Crucifixion, Moses and Pharaoh and 

the Harrowing – but not in all, for reasons which will be discussed further below. Straszewski’s 

main artistic input and involvement ended up being at the very beginning of the production process, 

in the editing of the pageants and overall shaping of the performance text. This was well before 

most of the other hundreds of people eventually involved with the production ever came on board. 

As pageant groups took shape, the production process was decentralised away from Straszewski 

and re-invested in the individual groups, each of which had its own director and was completely 

autonomous in terms of conceptualisation, design, production and rehearsing. Straszewski’s role, in 

tandem with that of Roger Lee, who acted as producer as well as chair of the York Festival Trust, 

then became more that of manager or overseer. His focus thus shifted from creative involvement to 

practical consideration of logistics – more like directing a festival than a play. This is typical of the 

waggon stagings. Processional staging disseminates artistic authority through the community much 

more widely than fixed-place staging, which tends to concentrate it in a more modern 

‘directorialised’ paradigm.

 Around four hundred cast, crew and volunteers were ultimately involved in the production, 

fairly typical numbers for such a large-scale community production of the plays. I came relatively 

late to direct involvement, in August, agreeing to co-ordinate the front of house volunteers. As well 

as ensuring close and detailed observation of the production, this also provided opportunity for 

many fruitful and stimulating conversations with a wide range of people: not only Straszewski and 

Lee but other volunteers, audience members, passers-by in the street and security guards working 

on site. However, it also meant that, continually running between the four stations to monitor the 

performance and audiences at each, my experience of the Sunday performances was necessarily 

fitful and spasmodic. I saw each of the pageants several times over across all three performances, 

but not continuously from start to finish in their intended chronological order. The exception to this 

was the evening Shambles performance, which was contained within a relatively small and 

enclosed space. However, the interrupted experience of the Sunday processional performances 

actually served to highlight both how individual pageants stand alone as self-contained narrative 

episodes and – as with the Old and New Testament pairings – how the separate pageants are held 

together into a coherent whole by a complex system of foreshadowing, inter-relation and cross-
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reference.  

 All the actors were amateur, with the sole exception of James Swanton, who played Lucifer 

for the Wednesday evening Shambles performance. The amateur-vs-professional debate which has 

rumbled through some previous productions of the mystery plays has settled firmly on the side of 

the amateur. Robin Thornber, writing in the Guardian of the 1988 performance,  

complained that there was ‘still an air of worthy amateurism around the 

edges,’ but as if hedging his bets, he also asserted that ‘too much 

commercialism would spoil the atmosphere.’ This conflict between 

‘amateurism,’ which would bring the plays into line with the notion of 

medieval ‘Theatre of the People,’ and ‘commercialism,’ which would make 

them more like the modern professional productions of the Bryden/

Harrison  type, was an issue for York.  768 769

It was less of one in 2018. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when, where and how this issue was 

resolved, but Jane Oakshott was indirectly responsible for helping to bring it about through her 

“view that the fixed-place productions in York failed as ‘Theatre of the People’ – and therefore as a 

true revival of the medieval originals – because of the importation of an outsider as director.”  The 770

2002 waggon production was thus a crucial moment:  

An outsider herself, Oakshott advocated her own departure [after her 1998 

production] to allow the repatriation of the York mysteries to their 

traditional owners. In 2002 her vision was fulfilled and the York guilds 

assumed full responsibility, appointing York born-and-bred Mike Tyler as 

director and inviting him back for a second production in 2006.  771

 This is Tony Harrison’s The Mysteries, adapted from the medieval text of the York cycle, first performed at London’s 768

National Theatre in 1977 by the Cottesloe Company and directed by Bill Bryden. For a valuable insight into this 
production from the perspective of two company members, actor Jack Shepherd and playwright Keith Dewhurst, see 
Chapter 14, “The Mysteries” of their Impossible Plays: Adventures With the Cottesloe Company (London: Methuen 
Drama, 2006), 89-97.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 135; she is quoting Robin Thornber, “Mystery and Imagination,” The 769

Guardian, June 13, 1988, 19.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 183.770

 Ibid.771
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In any case, by 2018 it was a foregone conclusion that the York plays would be performed by the 

people of York doing the best job they could – an inevitably imperfect job, often, but its mistakes 

and hiccups perceived to be adding a generally-welcomed air of rustic, medieval charm; the  liaison 

of these two terms points to a certain kind of medievalism whose influence and ideology is strongly 

felt in the waggon productions. Some of those who have observed or been involved with the plays 

for decades – in some cases since the earliest 1951 revival – continue to rue what they describe as 

the increasing “slow commercialisation”  of productions. This did indeed happen to some extent 772

in the 1960s post-Martin Browne era; John Scott laments the loss of the “family-city, the village 

concept of it in the [1950s Browne productions],”  which remains his “abiding memory.”  As 773 774

productions became bigger and more lavish, with more people involved and successive directors 

trying to out-do those who had gone before, the extremely close-knit  atmosphere of the three 775

1950s productions inevitably dissipated. However, the level of commercialism seems now to have 

plateaued. Indeed, the 2018 production was almost if not deliberately anti-commercial, especially in 

its lack of effective promotion and publicity. 

 The hundreds of people involved with the production included, as ever, a wide range of ages 

(the youngest actor, playing the first-born son of Pharaoh, being about three). The range of  

backgrounds and walks of life was somewhat narrower. Unsurprisingly, the vast majority were York 

locals; and the vast majority were white Europeans, usually English. As with earlier productions 

discussed in Chapter 5, this was not an ethnically diverse production. Most of the pageants 

performed under the nominal patronage of one of the York guilds. Where that guild itself did not 

‘bring forth’ the pageant, the group that was responsible for production did so ‘on behalf of’ the 

guild. With eleven pageants performed and only eight modern-day guilds, the pageants that were 

not under guild patronage were The Remorse of Judas, Moses and Pharaoh and The Harrowing of 

Hell. Ultimately the eleven different pageant groups consisted of five guilds (the Guild of Building, 

the Guild of Media Arts, the Company of Cordwainers, the Guild of Scriveners and the Company of 

Butchers), one school (the Vale of York Academy on behalf of the Gild of Freemen of the City of 

York), two university-based student drama groups (the Lords of Misrule on behalf of the Company 

 Scott, interviewed by Tomlin.772

 Ibid.773

 Ibid.774

 This must have been helped significantly by the fact that, as each was re-directed by Browne, an inter-production 775

stability was created which has never been repeated to the same extent.
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of Merchant Taylors, and the York St John University Players), one church parish (St Luke’s), the 

YMPST, and, on behalf of the Company of Merchant Adventurers, Ravens Morris, who – being a 

troupe of steampunk morris dancers – rather defy categorisation.  

  The English summer of 2018 was an exceptionally long and hot one; autumn arrived late, 

luckily for the performances. This did not prevent, however, the dress rehearsal on Saturday 

September 8th taking place in pouring rain, duly recorded by the BBC. But, as Roger Lee matter-of-

factly stated, there is never a production of the York waggon plays without rain – even though York 

is usually luckier in its weather than Chester, whose few experimentations with waggon plays have 

been quite literally washed out. In any case, the weather for the three actual performances was dry 

and (for northern England in mid-September) reasonably warm.  

 For the Sunday processional performances four stations  – the number in use since the 776

2006 production  – were chosen, each with a different theme and intended to appeal to different 777

audiences.  The first was at College Green (‘the green,’ aimed at families, who were encouraged 778

to bring a picnic and sit on the grass facing the pavement playing area outside St William’s 

College); the second at St Sampson’s square (‘the fair,’ originally intended to incorporate a 

medieval market and appeal to tourists ). The third station was St Helen’s Square (‘the streets,’ 779

intended to catch passers-by); and the fourth and final was King’s Manor (‘the stage’), which 

featured rather uncomfortable raked covered seating (hired at a cost of about £5000 for the two 

weekends) accommodating 180 people. Performance at the first three stations was free of charge; 

King’s Manor was ticketed. At the first three stations the performance was fully processional, but at 

King’s Manor it was split into two parts, with a deliberate interval after pageant 6 (the Remorse of 

Judas), and seated entry charged at £15 per part or £27 for both, or £5 per part for a ‘groundling’ 

ticket. These groundling ticket holders could either stand or sit on the grass in front of the seating, 

which was of the unreserved, first-come-first-served kind. Of the use of stands, first introduced in 

Oakshott’s 1994 production, Rogerson notes that – despite the fact that the “original medieval 

pageant route… was off-limits,”  which “compromised authenticity”  – the opportunity of 780 781

 See Figure 6.3 for a sketch map of the 2018 performance locations.776

 Meg Twycross’s 1992 staging, Jane Oakshott’s ventures in 1994 and 1998, and the 2002 production used five.777

 In this latter they failed with one lady overheard complaining that the plays should be performed in the Museum 778

Gardens “where they had always been,” and with another, also overheard, who said that the plays “were better in the 
abbey” [presumably the 2016 Minster version].

 The market, however, for reasons which were never made completely clear, simply failed to materialise.779

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 182.780

 Ibid.781
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covered seating “took audiences a small step closer to their counterparts who witnessed the fixed-

place revival performances and to those members of the medieval audience who watched from the 

comfort of buildings along the route.”  782

 Because the King’s Manor station was an enclosed dead-end space, the waggons had to 

come out the same way they came in, often necessitating an awkward three-point turn and causing 

slightly more delay between pageants than at the other stations. A rough estimate of the playing 

times at each station was put up on the production’s website, with the caveat (four times repeated) 

“Please note, due to the Plays being a live performance moving through the City streets start times 

may vary due to arrivals of the wagons at each location.”  Playing times for both Sundays actually 783

ran close to the times given: College Green 11:00am–2:45pm, St Sampsons’s 11:45am–3:45pm, St 

Helen’s 12:30–4:30pm, King’s Manor 1:30–5:30pm. However, this timetable had not been not 

transferred to the printed programme; not even the start time of the first pageant at College Green 

was given. People who wanted to watch not the whole parade of plays at one station, but rather one 

particular pageant a few times over at different stations, were therefore hopelessly at a loss. One 

complained grumpily, but with a point, that the schedules and running times given to the station 

masters (the title given to the people operating as stage managers at each venue) could have been 

communicated in the programme. 

 Audience turn-out for all three performances was good, no doubt helped by the kindly 

weather. The 180 seated tickets for King’s Manor sold out both Sundays. Audience numbers at the 

three free stations fluctuated slightly throughout the performance times but were also reasonably 

well attended. College Green, in the shadow of York Minster, seemed to be the most popular – 

partly because it was the first station and partly because it was well-known to returning audience 

members, having been used in previous years. This station chiefly accommodated those who had 

come specifically to see the plays; there were people settling in at the front of the green with camp 

chairs, rugs and cameras well before the opening of the performance [Figure 6.4]. Numbers here 

remained fairly steady throughout both days at somewhere around a hundred and twenty. The 

stations at St Sampson’s and St Helen’s were slightly less well populated. Audiences here were 

mostly either passers-by who stopped to watch, or (at St Helen’s) people who had missed at one of 

the earlier stations a particular pageant they wanted to see and were hoping to catch it here. This 

meant that people generally stayed for a shorter time than at either College Green or King’s Manor 

 Ibid.782

 “Venues and times 9th & 16th September,” York Mystery Plays, accessed June 13, 2019, https://783

www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/about/. 
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before moving on. Ticket numbers for the Shambles performance were originally capped at one 

hundred; when these sold out well in advance the cap was lifted to a hundred and twenty, then to a 

hundred and fifty, and after much confusion on the night with the ticketing system at the gate 

anybody who wanted to get in was eventually let in on payment of £10. However, amid the 

confusion several people managed to slip in for free, which (understandably) caused some 

considerable resentment in the crowd when those who had dutifully paid their £10 found 

themselves rubbing shoulders with those who had paid nothing. 

 

Figure 6.4: Audience members settling in at College Green prior to the start of the 

performance, September 16, 2018. 

Photograph by David van Kroonenburg. Used with permission. 
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 College Green, apart from being the most well-populated of the free stations, was probably 

also the ‘best’ in terms of acoustics – sound bounced off the stone front of the college and back into 

the audience opposite – and because it was a self-enclosed space free of traffic. In St Sampson’s 

square, which was a larger, busier space, sound and action ran the risk of dissipating and becoming 

lost. In St Helen’s square audiences spilled off the central pavement and into Stonegate; as this had 

not been closed to traffic for the day, there were a few instances of cars being unable to get through 

the assembled audience. On at least one occasion this drew heated unpleasant words on both sides. 

King’s Manor turned out to be especially problematic in terms of noise pollution; despite the stone 

facades of the buildings being useful acoustically, there was a lot of leached traffic noise (which 

seemed to include at regular intervals piercing sirens from emergency vehicles) from the busy A19 

which ran past the site. In addition, all four stations had on occasion to contend with aircraft noise 

from overhead and, on the second Sunday, with a flypast by the Red Arrows to mark Battle of 

Britain Day. 

 There was also some leaching between stations of the performance sound itself – just as 

there must have been in the Middle Ages. As it did then, this served to remind audiences of the 

inter-relatedness of the discrete sections of the cycle, of the part to the whole, and of the complex 

framework of synchronised structures. The effect of this, however, was more muted than it probably 

was throughout the Middle Ages – partly because the traffic noise took precedence, and partly 

because the stations were both fewer in number and more spread out (see map, Figure 6.5). The 

relatively long distance between stations and the narrow York streets created the potential for delays 

– most memorably when the Cain and Abel pageant, travelling from College Green to St 

Sampson’s, became stuck behind a rubbish truck making its ponderous and implacable way down 

Church Street. Later, at St Helen’s, there was a long lag waiting for Judgement Day to arrive from 

St Sampson’s, although this turned out to be less due to traffic and more to inefficient striking of the 

performance at this third station. Nevertheless, as Lee observed, the York streets have simply 

become much busier over the twenty years the York Festival Trust has been producing the waggon 

plays, and this does impact the performances, as well as adding an additional dynamic that simply 

was not part of medieval performance conditions. When the Trust took over the waggon plays in 

1998, there was no Sunday trading; now, catering to tourists as well as locals, Sunday in York city 

centre is almost indistinguishable from any other day of the week. This works both ways – more 

foot traffic equals more passers-by stopping to watch the performance, but more vehicle traffic 

equals delays, noise and competition for street space. On several occasions various walking tours 

got caught up among audiences for the plays, which resulted in some very bemused tourists. On the  
.179



 

 

Figure 6.5: Sketch map of York, showing 2018 performance locations 

(medieval pageant route superimposed for comparison) 

Sketch map by Peter Bloomfield, annotated by Eleanor Bloomfield. Used with permission. 
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whole, however, the schedule for performances ran surprisingly well. The Church Street and St 

Helen’s Square delays both happened on the first Sunday; by the second, the performance was 

actually running slightly ahead of schedule (although this caused problems of its own when 

audiences, trying to work out what time a particular pageant would be performing at a certain 

station, found they had missed it). Originally it was intended that the waggons move down the street 

in pairs, according to their Old and New Testament pairings; in practice, however, this was found to 

be unnecessarily time-consuming and somewhere along the way was quietly abandoned. 

Straszewski had worked out a time limit for each waggon team – three minutes to set up, twenty 

minutes to play, one minute to change over to the next play of the pairing – and threatened to have 

the York Waits ‘bell off’ anyone running over, moving the procession on without them. However, in 

the end this enforcement was never needed. The waggons, when not in use, were stored at a site 

near the hospital, congregating in the Minster Yard early on the Sunday mornings [Figure 6.6]. 

From here they made their way to the College Green playing station just adjacent, and then on to 

the other stations. 

Figure 6.6: Waggons assembled in the Minster Yard, September 16, 2018 

Photograph by David van Kroonenburg. Used with permission. 
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 The procession through the city streets attempted to combine civic ritual and splendour with 

the play performances, thereby conflating the original medieval Corpus Christi procession and 

performances into one event. However, the focus of the original medieval procession was 

consciously religious,  with the Blessed Sacrament  carried through the streets of the city, 784 785

“symbolically linking”  the different areas to one another and thus “serv[ing] as a symbol of the 786

unity of the community.”  In 2018 the procession functioned as a very conscious display of 787

pageantry, heritage, community, and civic pomp and dignity; this would also have been a by-

product, though not the central aim, of the medieval procession. The performance procession was 

an extended version of one which had taken place on Sunday June 10th, prior to a ceremony 

denominated as the Presentation of the Billets. This ceremony, essentially a civic proclamation by 

the Lord Mayor (Keith Orrell) that the plays were to be performed, was inspired by generic 

medieval pomp but adapted for the York cycle’s modern medievalism from what is known of 

medieval civic custom relating to the organisation and production of the cycle. It involved the Lord 

Mayor of York commanding the “Masters of the ancient Guilds and companies” to ‘bring forth’ the 

plays.  The guilds were duly instructed, in ritualistic language and tone borrowed from surviving 788

medieval records, that “every pageant master of the said Guilds shall be ready in his pageant with 

good players well arrayed and openly speaking upon pain of a fine of 100 shillings to be paid to the 

City chamber without pardon” (ibid). The procession, consisting of the Lord Mayor, other civic 

dignitaries and the guilds, made its way from a church service at All Saints Pavement (the present-

day designated guild and civic church of York) to the Merchant Adventures Hall (the original 

guildhall of the Merchant Adventures) for the brief ceremony itself. 

 Although I did not witness the Presentation of the Billets ceremony, throughout the 

September performances the pride of those taking part was evident. Each waggon was heralded by 

musicians and, if the pageant was performed by a guild or on its behalf, by guild officials and 

member representatives, all in full ceremonial robes [Figure 6.7 a and b]. Headed by civic 

dignitaries, also in full ceremonial garb, the full procession was therefore (like the play cycle) made 

up of individual units consisting of the waggon itself, its cast and crew, musicians, guild members 

 Although civic officials would also have taken part, and the craft and manufacturing guilds in addition to the 784

religious ones.

 This was the consecrated host, the physical symbol of Christ’s body and blood celebrated in the Corpus Christi feast.785

 Beckwith, Christ’s Body, 33.786

 Ibid., 34.787

 “York Waggon Mystery Plays Prepare to ‘Roll’ Out,” York Mystery Plays, accessed August 8, 2019, https://788

www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/york-waggon-mystery-plays-prepare-roll/
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and officials and any stray audience members who followed it down to the next station. These units 

were repeated through the day and through the streets to create a near-continuous display. Overall, 

despite uninvited additions to the procession such as the Church Street rubbish truck, this worked 

well as a very effective spectacle: noisy, colourful, visually arresting and spatially commanding.  

 

 

Figure 6.7 a (above) and b (below): Procession preceding the Fall of Man waggon, King’s 

Manor, September 16, 2018. 

Photograph by Hilary Bainbridge. Used with permission. 
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 The most successful of the individual waggon pageants also operated along these lines. The 

quality of projection, as was only to be expected with a huge amateur cast, varied wildly. Some of 

the actors apparently had no training or practice in speaking out of doors, but, over the ever-present 

noise of the city and traffic, it was often hard to hear even the better-voiced. It is perhaps not too 

far-fetched to suggest that this is symptomatic, even symbolic, of the struggle traditional ‘heritage’ 

enterprises – especially those that do not bring in much money – face in order to be ‘heard’ amid the 

cacophony of modern-day capitalism and commercialism. Medieval audiences did not have to 

negotiate such competing impulses, partly because for them the play cycle tradition was contained 

unbroken in the present, but also because the performance of the play cycle was not separate from 

the religious, economic and political frameworks governing daily life; rather it was an extension or 

embodiment of them. Now that this has been lost, a significant motivating factor for present-day 

audiences is the engagement with heritage, with the past, with something that has now vanished 

from regular occurrence and from common understanding or familiarity. If medieval audiences 

returned to the play cycle year after year for its familiarity and continuity, modern-day ones are 

drawn partly by its enduring unfamiliarity, and by the accessibility the cycle offers for making sense 

of both past and present. Thus, in Gadamer’s terms, all contemporary productions both negotiate an 

understanding of the past and simultaneously produce “a continuous effect in the present as 

contemporary language and that of antiquity work together within a common tradition.”  In the 789

‘dialogue’ thus created the cycle works to bridge the gap between the past and present, to bring the 

past within touching distance of the present, and to reconcile the motivating ideals and concerns of 

then with now.  

 The struggle of the mystery plays to be quite literally heard amid the necessary activity of a 

contemporary city is not a new one. It has been present since the earliest modern production, Martin 

Browne’s Festival of Britain revival. Amid the many fan letters relating to this production (and the 

1954 and ’57 revivals) held in the York City Archives are several complaints regarding the noise of 

trains from the main line running along the back of the Museum Gardens. From the beginning of 

the cycle’s modern history, the business of the present has overlaid that of the past. When the 

realities of present-day 2018 threatened to drown out the past in the shape of the waggon plays, it 

was set and action that carried or lost the performance. Some of the pageants – particularly the 

Annunciation and Visitation, Temptation and Cain and Abel – used low-bedded waggons, their set 

pieces insignificant and unable to be seen from a distance [Figure 6.8 a, b and c].  

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the Perplexed, 3.789
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(right) Figure 6.8 a: The 

Annunciation and Visitation, 

College Green, September 

16, 2018. 

Photograph by David van 

Kroonenburg. Used with 

permission.

(left) Figure 6.8 b: The 

Temptation, King’s Manor, 

September 9, 2018. 

Photograph by Hilary 

Bainbridge. Used with 

permission.

(right) Figure 6.8 c: Cain and 

Abel, King’s Manor, 

September 9, 2018. 

Photograph by Hilary 

Bainbridge. Used with 

permission.



 

With little to no visual impact – often hindered further by neutral-coloured or modern-day 

costuming, making the actors hard to identify and sometimes to distinguish from audience members 

– and significantly imperfect audibility, these performances often struggled to hold and maintain 

audience focus beyond the front rows. Much more successful were pageants with bigger, more 

imposing, and more colourful waggons, which provided both an instant, identifiable point of 

attention, and the potential for action on the waggon itself. Several of the performances provided 

good interaction at ground level among the audience – good, that is, except for those at the back of 

the crowd, who had no hope of seeing what was going on at the front of it. Action performed on the 

elevated platform of the waggon, easily visible from both near and distant, was therefore more 

egalitarian in terms of audience accessibility. 

 Among the most dramatically successful pageants were the Creation, the Remorse of Judas, 

the second half of the Crucifixion, and the Harrowing. The main focus in the Crucifixion (the only 

pageant to make use of end-on playing rather than broadside) is the cross (and the actor hanging on 

it), erected about half-way through. Prior to this the actor is nailed to the cross on the flat bed of the 

waggon – easily visible from the front rows of a crowd or from raked seating, but much less so 

from the back of a standing crowd. However, 

the erection of the cross – usually done, as 

here, with ropes and a counterweight system – 

never fails to draw gasps from the audience. 
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(right) Figure 6.9: The 

Crucifixion, St Sampson’s 

Square, September 16, 2018 

Photograph by David van 

Kroonenburg. Used with 

permission.



 

The first Sunday performance was windy, and with the cross swaying under the gusts, some of these 

gasps were very real concerns for the actor’s safety. Once the cross had dropped safely (albeit still 

somewhat shakily) into place, it provided a strong visual focus point due to its evocation of 

Crucifixion iconography, familiar and instantly recognisable to most Western audiences [Figure 

6.9]. 

 The Creation waggon was a brightly-coloured affair [Figure 6.10] “modelled on a child’s 

pop-up book,”  which proved an effective way of representing the creation: “[a]s God says the 790

name of something… it appears on the waggon.”  The bird puppets, ‘flying’ and swooping above 791

the waggon, proved popular with the audience, and the fact that God (the only speaking part  in 792

this pageant, taken by Steve Bielby) had strong clear delivery also helped this performance. The 

waggon for the Remorse of Judas featured a very striking high backdrop of purples, blues, yellows, 

reds and oranges; these colours were mirrored in the actors’ costumes, providing a welcome 

cohesion between set and costume, easy identification of the actors, and an eye-catching focus for 

attention [Figure 6.11]. The set and costuming took “visual inspiration from the paintings of 

Russian artist, writer and theologian Nicholas Roerich.”  Unfortunately, the set was built onto the 793

left-hand side of waggon rather than the right-hand side used by most of the other waggons. This 

resulted in an awkward three-point turn on arrival at King’s Manor in order for the waggon 

backdrop to face into the audience. The most ambitious waggon belonged to the Harrowing of Hell: 

a two-level scaffold structure was built onto the waggon bed, the top level reached by ladders 

placed behind the set [Figure 6.12]. With the use of a small area in front of the waggon, this allowed 

for playing on three levels – representing heaven, earth and hell, and echoing both the two-storey 

structure thought to have been used by at least some of the medieval pageant waggons  and the 794

early modern representation of cosmic space in the earliest London playhouses.  795

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.790

 Ibid.791

 It did, however, include a chorus, comprised of the York Theatre Royal Choir.792

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.793

 The medieval Mercers’ pageant waggon was probably two-storeyed to include a canopied heaven above the waggon 794

bed. This is suggested by the Mercers’ pageant documents of 1433, which call for “iiij Irens to bere vppe heuen” and 
“[a] brandreth of Iren þat god shall sitte vppon when he sall sty vppe to heuen” (Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: 
York, 55).

 Visual representation of the heaven-earth-hell structure was incorporated into the playhouse by utilisation of three 795

levels: the stage roof, or canopy, often decorated with the sun, moon, stars and zodiac signs, represented heaven; the 
stage floor earth; and the ‘trap’ or ‘pit’ area beneath the stage hell. See Andrew Gurr, The Shakespearean Stage 
1574-1642, 4th edition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2009), 223.
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Figure 6.10: Waggon set for The Creation, King’s Manor, September 9, 2018 
Photograph by Hilary Bainbridge. Used with permission.

Figure 6.11: The Remorse of Judas, King’s Manor, September 9, 2018 

Photograph by Hilary Bainbridge. Used with permission.
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Figure 6.12: Two photographs of The Harrowing of Hell, King’s Manor, September 16, 2018 

Photographs by David van Kroonenburg. Used with permission. 



 

 Apart from the thematic pairings of the pageants, the biggest point of difference between the 

2018 waggon production and all previous ones was the one-off Wednesday evening performance in 

the Shambles market area. Make It York wanted to trial the use of the market space for events and 

activities other than the daily market, which runs each day from 9am to 5pm, leaving the space 

under-utilised in the evenings. The experiment was, then, in part a conscious attempt to 

commercialise the medieval and to deploy the play cycle in the furtherance of specifically modern 

ends. The market site is right in the centre of the city, adjacent to and accessed from the Shambles – 

one of the most famous, best-preserved and most-photographed medieval streets in York, if not in 

England. The waggon plays therefore seemed a good fit for the site both logistically and in keeping 

with the ‘medieval’ label that is so often slapped indiscriminately on the fabric of the city, its 

heritage and its mystery plays: “medieval plays in a medieval market, what could be better.”  The 796

site, while not huge, and with manoeuvrability compromised by the market stalls,  was large 797

enough to accommodate comfortably, if cosily, five of the waggons, their cast and crew, and a 

crowd of around a hundred and fifty.  

 The five plays chosen for this performance were Cain and Abel, the Temptation of Christ, 

the Crucifixion and Death of Christ, the Harrowing of Hell and the Last Judgement. The evening 

was intended “to show off the darker side of these medieval plays,”  bringing Lucifer rather than 798

God to the fore as the dramatic agent in a complete reversal of the original medieval ideology. In 

contrast to medieval practice and to the Sunday performances, where “God begins with the 

Creation, and keeps a firm hand on the wheel as the plays progress,”  here “Lucifer starts his own 799

plays off with the first murder, then tries to keep his own brand of fun going as long as he can.”  800

Lucifer was played by James Swanton, a local York actor well-known for taking on “blood-

soaked”  horror roles including Dracula and Frankenstein’s monster. With the autumn nights 801

drawing in, so that the performance began in semi-dusk and ended in full darkness, the idea was to 

play up the ‘creepy’ or ‘spooky’ side of the plays in the run-up to Halloween. It was hoped that this 

would help draw in younger audiences, a hope which in the event was not fulfilled, the audience 

 Anonymous audience member to Eleanor Bloomfield, September 12, 2018.796

 The tables for these were bolted to the ground and immovable. They did, however, make for unintended but useful 797

seating.

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.798

 Ibid.799

 Ibid.800

 Ibid.801
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heavily skewed (as for all the performances) towards older demographics. With the actual date of 

Halloween more than a month and a half off, and the performance not effectively linked to it in 

publicity or marketing, the concept did not reach its full potential – a pity, because it could 

potentially have worked well if more had been made of it. But despite the apparent failure of the 

idea within this context, it speaks of an attempt to find a contemporary marketing niche for the 

plays beyond the basic medievalising agenda – history, heritage and tradition – which has until now 

characterised contemporary promotion of the play cycle. 

 Nevertheless the performance succeeded in making effective use of the market space, thanks 

chiefly to the role of Lucifer, which Straszewski directed to link the individual pageants together.  

The performance was thus in effect a one-off mini-cycle thematically and dramatically reorganised 

for the occasion. With the waggons already in situ before the audience arrived, Swanton, as Lucifer, 

led the audience from waggon to waggon, thus reversing the traditional processional staging of the 

Sundays. For this performance, it was the audience who travelled between stations in the manner of 

a sequential place-and-scaffold staging (such as that used in the Valenciennes passion play, which, it 

will be remembered, Martin Browne took as inspiration for his 1951 revival production). As the 

audience moved along, Lucifer provided commentary on the action. Swanton proved excellent in 

this role, working through and with the closely-packed crowd, cajoling and shepherding the 

audience along. By far the most powerful moment came at the crucifixion, when Swanton easily 

roused the audience to a rather spine-chilling chant of “crucify, crucify, crucify!” The effect of this, 

coming as it did from an audience comprised chiefly of typically reserved Britishers,  came as a 802

complete surprise – not only for the ease with which it was summoned out of an audience which, 

until then, had been noticeably reticent and hesitant, but also for its sheer visceral force. It was also 

reminiscent, of course, of the ‘crucify’ chants of other Passion stages such as the Martin Browne 

productions, the Oberammergau play, and the choruses of Bach’s Passions. 

 As on the Sundays, the weather was kind. The performance began in a clear if chilly 

twilight, deepening to a suitably atmospheric dusk and then darkness. The crucifixion took place 

silhouetted against a clear dark-blue evening sky, just visible through a gap (the alleyway Patrick 

Pool) in the skyline surrounding the market and framed on either side by the dark masses of 

buildings. By the time the performance had moved on to the Last Judgement it was fully dark. Lit 

by harsh overhead streetlights, the softer lights of the marketplace, glow sticks held by the actors 

and fairy lights wound into some of the costumes, the pageant took on an appropriately eerie, other-

 Not exclusively; North Americans made up a sizeable minority. 802
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worldly aspect which, in the Sunday performances, was minimised by full daylight. Many of the 

actors were masked, picking up on medieval performance practices.  Others had their faces made 803

up in heavy white foundation – a kind of partial masking – and the actors, when not actually 

performing, mingled freely with the audience before, during and after the performance. In the 

darkness the sea of masked or blank faces was both threatening and alarming, although probably 

not to the extent felt by a medieval audience – imbued with an unshakeable belief in the existence 

of judgement, devils and the terrors of hell – when confronted with the spectacle of the Doomsday 

pageant performed in dusk or semi-darkness at the last playing station. Vaguely creepy too was the 

huge (un-medieval) praying mantis puppet [Figure 6.13] also moving among the audience. Swaying 

and bobbing above the crowd, its enormous glowing red eyes catching the light, this was one of the 

most impressive props in the entire production, and very popular with the audience, despite the fact 

that most had to rely on the programme to learn that it represented apocalyptic starvation.  

  

 If, in Gadamer’s thinking, it is not the player but the spectator – or audience – “for and in 

whom the play is played,”  what did the 2018 audience make of the production? Response to all 804

three performances was, in general, extremely positive (ranging from the cautiously British “very 

enjoyable” through to “fantastic!” ) alongside a few significant reservations. Many found the Old/805

New Testament pairings confusing (one answer to the audience survey recorded that “for me it 

spoilt the continuity of the story being told” ) and some were distinctly unhappy about the use of 806

modern dress and the two female actors (Hannah Eggleton in the Temptation and Joy Warner in the 

Crucifixion) playing Christ. As an attempt to incorporate present-day issues of theology and 

feminism into the medieval fabric of the cycle, this failed singularly with many in the audience, 

perhaps because of the skew towards older, possibly more conservative generations. Although, as 

seen in earlier chapters, the 2016 fixed place production  seemed to have more success in 807

mapping modern-day concerns onto the medieval framework of the cycle, in 2018 this did not work 

in the same way. There is still a surprising amount of audience resistance to playing the waggon  

 See footnote 681 at Chapter 5.803

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 110.804

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey.805

 Ibid.806

 The 2018 production of the Chester cycle, performed fixed-place in the cathedral, also made more effective use of “a 807

contemporary thematic approach” (Chester Mystery Plays Programme (Chester Cathedral, 2018), 11), structured 
around the twin themes of Nature (with a particular focus on damage to the natural environment) and Conflict (echoing 
other country-wide events to mark the centenary of the end of World War One).
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Figure 6.13: Four photographs of Judgement Day, St Helen’s Square, September 16, 2018 

Photographs by David van Kroonenburg. Used with permission.



 

pageants as anything but ‘traditional,’ presumably because the waggons are regarded as the direct, 

unadulterated descendant of the medieval performances. In 2018 the mixing of modern costuming 

and styles with the ‘medieval’ seems to have split audiences to a surprising degree. Many 

recognised what the production was trying to achieve – acknowledging the past heritage and history 

of the plays while also adapting them to speak to the present day – but others were “[q]uite 

disappointed with the modern style, Ray guns  etc[;] hated the Crucifixion in boiler suits.”   808 809

 Apart from the use of female actors in the Crucifixion and the Temptation (the Fall of Man’s 

all-female cast seems to have provoked less condemnation, presumably because Christ does not 

appear in this pageant), one of the most divisive pageants in terms of audience response seemed to 

be Judgement Day. Many loved the spectacle of its huge cast, the unusual costuming, and the 

praying mantis puppet, which received a rapturous reception. Others, however, found the large cast 

bewildering; there were far too many actors to fit on the waggon, which meant that most of the 

action took place in the area in front of it – difficult to follow, therefore, from the middle or back of 

a crowd, and probably not in the style of medieval performance tradition. As someone said, there 

were too many people and too much going on [Figure 6.13]. The overall aim and style of the 

direction (done by the gloriously aptly-named Alan Heaven) proved confusing; the text had been 

substantially re-ordered to allow for the insertion of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse 

(Destruction, Starvation, Infection, Death), who then quite literally rode rough-shod over the 

original structure of the pageant. Somewhere amid this, and amid the huge numbers of cast, the 

original theme of the pageant became lost, despite still seeming simple enough according to the 

programme notes: “Doomsday has arrived. This is the time when all souls shall be judged. God 

causes the resurrection of the dead in order for them to face this final judgement.”  The 810

programme notes also invited audiences “For more information about the iconography used in the 

production, please ask!”,  but a dramatic performance which requires explaining irrevocably 811

surrenders force and impact.  

 Ultimately, the most successful pageants in this production were the simplest; simple not in 

the sense of basic or boring but in that the waggon was well-used as an integral part of the action, 

the cast manageably-sized (about eight as a maximum), and the dramatic through-line clear, 

 These were in the Harrowing of Hell.808

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey.809

 York Mystery Plays 2018 Programme, no page numbers.810

 Ibid.811
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forceful and unequivocal. Among the stand-out pageants in this regard were the Creation, the 

Remorse of Judas and the Crucifixion. The Moses and Pharaoh pageant, performed by St Luke’s 

church, was also popular with audiences “because it included a wide variety of people and was a 

good portrayal of the story.”  Another audience member told me how their favourite moment of 812

the whole production was when the little boy playing Pharaoh’s first-born son, while being carried – 

supposedly ‘dead’ – off the set, sat up early and very much alive before reaching the backstage area 

behind the waggon. Many in the audience commented on the variation in presentation and 

unevenness of standard across the eleven pageants, but generally not in a negative light. One survey 

respondent noted that “the plays varied significantly in quality but all were enjoyable in their own 

way.”  Another enjoyed the “[range] from subtle, nuanced, sophisticated, to sweet, charming and 813

naive.”  Yet another waxed lyrical, “amazed at the variety of themes, costumes and ideas[;] 814

[s]ome traditional in truth & simplicity, others complex including Russian art  & Mexican 815

tradition;” this was presumably Judgement Day, whose concept and costuming echoed that often 

found in the traditional Mexican ‘Day of the Dead’ carnivalesque holiday. 

 A contradiction exists between the popular perception that the plays should be kept local, 

communal, with a rough-and-ready ‘authenticism,’ and the inescapable fact that the plays need 

careful management and good publicity – which come uncomfortably close to commercialism – if 

they are to keep drawing in audiences. This question of how to continue their appeal is one which 

future productions of the plays will have to address. For the 2018 production a local marketing 

company, Pick & Mix, had been employed, but with relatively few tickets to be sold and marketing 

costs a drain on the ever-slender budget, extensive publicity was not considered necessary. This 

proved to be a mistake. Most of what publicity was broadcast was done through social media, 

which, it turned out, did not readily reach a significant proportion of those wanting to experience 

the plays. Most people attending did so either because they knew someone performing or (actually a 

surprisingly high number) because they had an academic interest in the cycle, and had travelled into 

the city that day specifically to see the plays. In the event, very few casual passers-by stopped and 

stayed to watch as had been hoped they would. Instead there was a significant – probably higher 

than expected – number of people travelling from outside York to attend, but these were frequently 

 York Mystery Plays 2018 audience survey.812

 Ibid.813

 Ibid.814

 This was the Roerich-inspired Remorse of Judas.815
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frustrated by a lack of readily-available information. Although the production had a wide spread of 

ages represented in the cast, from toddlers to pensioners with every age in between, this was not 

reflected in the audience; only 30% of audience members captured by the survey were under the 

age of forty-five. The Wednesday evening Shambles performance, which had been deliberately 

targeted at younger people, was even more skewed towards the upper end of the age range than the 

Sunday performances. 

	 Nevertheless, York seems to have discovered in the plays an enduring way of reconceiving 

itself, and the work the modern cycle performs in relation to community, identity and heritage 

remains integral to the city. Setting the cycle’s performance in this regard against that of the Rose 

Theatre throws light on its role within modern-day York, and illuminates its apparently paradoxical 

stability. The Rose, after a highly successful 2018 season attracting 78,000 visitors,  announced a 816

second 2019 season with a new repertoire, raising the possibility that the venture could become a 

permanent or semi-permanent feature of both the geographical and theatrical landscape within York. 

It also expanded to a second site at Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire, to which the 2018 York 

repertoire transferred, with both theatres operating simultaneously. However, this second season 

was not a success, especially at Blenheim, where ticket sales reached just over half the projected 

target. The second York season fared little better than Blenheim’s, with numbers down to 47,000,  817

and in September 2019 the company was put into liquidation following “unsustainable losses.”   818

 The Rose and the mystery plays were, of course, in many ways far more different than they 

are alike, but they did share certain significant similarities: both seasonal theatre, both performed 

outdoors,  both billed as showcasing York’s heritage, culture, ingenuity, localism and rich 819

theatrical history. Moreover, as intimated above, both shared competition for publicity, audiences 

and resources. With the Rose better funded and better publicised, it initially seemed that the mystery 

plays risked becoming its poor cousin. Yet the Rose has foundered, while the waggon plays seem 

set to roll on. The cycle has relinquished many of the trappings of modern theatrical production – 

not only marketing and publicity but, increasingly, the spectacle of large-scale fixed-place playing 

and the focal point of the Museum Gardens. But in doing so it has managed to sustain and utilise 

 “Shakespeare’s Rose Theatre Set to Fold After ‘Unsustainable Losses,’” York Press, accessed November 6, 2019, 816

https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/17926378.shakespeares-rose-theatre-set-start-liquidation-process/.

 Ibid.817

 Quoted in ibid.818

 There have been, of course, productions of the mystery plays staged indoors – in the York Theatre Royal, the 819

Minster, and Harrison’s The Mysteries always played in theatres – but still in popular perception the plays are seen as 
‘belonging’ outdoors.
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other impulses – the goodwill of the community, a closely-drawn network of connections across the 

city, and a motivating sense of heritage and pride. Once established, audiences remain fiercely loyal 

to the plays and will return to repeat productions, often for decades and sometimes across 

generations, even though they may grumble at a perceived shift in the standards and values of those 

productions. Unlike the Rose, the York cycle is owned, claimed, and produced by York itself, as it 

has been from its earliest medieval origins. Its contemporary framework translates back into 

medievalising terms. Gadamer embraced a hermeneutic model of thinking and understanding 

“because he sees in it a form of repressed knowledge and understanding abruptly curtailed by the 

procedures of modernity.”  Production of the modern York cycle is arguably also working against 820

“the procedures of modernity” to recover not only medieval modes of thinking and understanding in 

relation to the cycle but also medieval operative processes. The cycle remains today, as it was in the 

Middle Ages, self-generating and self-sustaining, the ‘self’ in question being York and its people.


	 The cycle is also largely self-contained, especially in the waggon productions, and 

particularly in terms of audiences. The people who come to watch tend to be the family, friends and 

colleagues of those who are performing. For the later pageants in waggon productions, performers 

from the earlier ones usually form part of the audience, blurring the lines between actors and 

audience, players and spectators.   Initially apparently a reversal of what Gadamer calls the game 821

“putting the spectator in the place of the player,”  this in fact tangibly illustrates his claim that  822

it becomes apparent that the play bears within itself a meaning to be 

understood and that can therefore be detached from the behaviour of the 

player. Basically the difference between the player and the spectator is here 

superseded. The requirement that the play itself be intended in its 

meaningfulness is the same for both.  823

This self-generated, self-contained audience pattern can be hard to break into, again especially for 

the waggon productions which frequently lack effective publicity targeting or attracting outside 

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide For the Perplexed, 44.820

 The medieval production of the cycle, was, of course, similarly self-generated and self-contained.821

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 110.822

 Ibid.823
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audiences.  The concept of ‘family,’ so often bandied around in relation to the plays, is arguably 824

one of the cycle’s strongest sustaining forces. It is demonstrable literally, in the intergenerational 

sense – some of the people involved with the plays today are the second or even third generation of 

their families to be associated with the modern performance history of the cycle. Sometimes two or 

more generations of the same family are involved in the same production. One of the most well-

known families to have been involved with the plays is the Dench family; both Dame Judi and her 

father Reginald took part in all three of the 1950s Martin Browne productions, while her mother 

Olave was one of the wardrobe mistresses. Margaret Rogerson also notes other family groups, 

including the Doigs and the Thomsons; the latter had three children aged between two and seven 

performing in the 1976 production.  However, the concept of family can also be used 825

metaphorically, as when John Scott speaks of the Martin Browne productions: “it was a real family 

event but the family was the whole city,”  or Keith Wood of later productions: “[c]ertainly, if you 826

have been involved in a production, there’s almost a family of people, of all ages… some knew each 

other before they got involved, many have formed friendships within the Mystery Plays which have 

continued thereafter.”  The suggestion that members of theatrical or acting companies often form 827

what are in a sense close familial bonds is by no means a revelatory one, but the idea of audiences 

or even an entire city also becoming part of this ‘family’ is more unusual.


 But perhaps the most potent force driving productions of the cycle remains what Robert 

Crighton has called the “self-mythologising”  of York’s character and identity. This is traceable 828

through all productions within York from the Middle Ages right down to the current day. Leaving 

aside for the moment the religious “en honour & reuerence nostreseignour Iesu Crist,”  the cycle 829

today is performed for exactly the same secular reasons it was in the Middle Ages: out of civic 

pride, because it is woven into York’s cultural and historical identity, and because it is perceived as 

 Despite this, a surprising number of people attending the 2018 waggon production did come from outside York – the 824

equivalent of the “Estraungers” – “strangers” of the 1399 A/Y Memorandum Book (Johnston and Rogerson, eds, 
REED: York, 11 [697]). The audience survey put this figure at a relatively high 62%.

 Rogerson, Playing a Part in History, 110.825

 Scott, interviewed by Tomlin.826

 Keith Wood, interviewed by Mike Tyler with Delma Tomlin and Geoff Wragg, December 13, 2001; recording 827

reference INT/0, transcript archive reference YMP/O/3/4, stored as YMP/C/3/2, National Centre for Early Music, York. 
Emphasis in transcription.

 Robert Crighton, “Discussing the York Corpus Christi Play with Dr Christina M. Fitzgerald,” Beyond Shakespeare 828

Company, podcast, broadcast June 24, 2019, accessed August 8, 2019, https://audioboom.com/posts/7297248-
discussing-the-york-corpus-christi-play. 

 Johnston and Rogerson, eds, REED: York, 11.829
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an inextricable part of the identity of both the city and the people who live there. Wood, struggling 

to articulate this phenomenon but unconsciously seeking, Gadamer-like, to position himself within 

the hermeneutics of past and present, got as far as “[p]art of it I think goes back to our traditions and 

our roots in York, the history of doing the mystery plays many, many years ago… perhaps it’s in our 

blood, I don’t know, maybe that’s one key to it…”   830

 The modern cycle and its “backward and forward”  motion of playing between past and 831

present have been taken up by the city and its citizens – as they were in the Middle Ages – as a 

vehicle both for creating or crafting identity and as a marker or re-affirmation of an already-

established historical identity. This functions today on at least three levels: the civic, the individual, 

and, somewhere in between these, the idea of the family. This last arguably echoes or mirrors the 

guild production structure of the medieval cycle and its attendant concepts of individuals working 

together towards a common goal while both imparting and gaining knowledge, skills and 

experience down the generations. The medieval guild structure and function may now be obsolete – 

despite the presence of the eight modern guilds, they simply do not function in the same way nor 

exist for the same purpose – but their values have been rediscovered and reinterpreted, in Gadamer-

like fashion. The medieval past, in the production of the York cycle, “stands, remains, and retains 

significance.”  Moreover, through the ongoing performance of the plays, it “somehow, while 832

being utterly complete, … continues to be reactivated in different ways.”  Ultimately, the 833

participation of the individuals who make up the playing of the York cycle “is no longer determined 

by the fact that they are completely absorbed in it, but by the fact that they play their role in relation 

and regard to the whole of the play.”  Encompassed by the ‘whole’ of the York plays are past and 834

present, part and individual, family and community. And always with the York cycle, its 

“performance… cannot simply be detached from the play itself, as if it were something that is not 

part of its essential being… Rather, it is in the performance and only in it… that we encounter the 

work itself.”  835

 Wood, interviewed by Tyler with Tomlin and Wragg.830

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 103.831

 Veith, Gadamer and the Transmission of History, 1.832

 Ibid.833

 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 110.834

 Ibid., 116.835
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Epilogue and Conclusion 

 The waggons in the 2018 production had scarcely rolled off the York streets before plans 

were afoot to wheel them back again. By December 2018, preliminary planning was already in 

motion for the next production – scheduled, according to the established four-year pattern, for 

2022. Thus the waggon play tradition now seems well enough established to be self-perpetuating, at 

least for the foreseeable future. The big fixed-place productions have proved harder to sustain; 

tentative plans for a 2020 large-scale performance have come to nothing, breaking the pattern of 

fixed-place and waggon stagings alternating on even years. However, the York plays look set to 

remain part of the life of the city. As well as the planned 2022 production, a new mystery play 

initiative will take place this December 2019 in the form of the York Nativity, “an hour long 

Christmas Nativity [drawn] from the Plays making up the Nativity Cycle.”  The intention is for 836

this to become an annual tradition, “keeping alive the skills, support and enthusiasm generated 

through the mystery plays over the years.”  It remains to be seen whether this newest mystery play 837

tradition will successfully take permanent root. However, the very fact that it is being attempted is 

testament to the ongoing attraction inherent in the cycle’s stability, continuity, and its potential for 

the self-reflexive refashioning which enables that continuity. 

 The symbiotic relationship between the York plays and the city of York creates a crucible for 

the production of the cycle outside of which its existence might now seem precarious. The 

deferential restagings of Martin Browne’s productions across the United States of America and the 

Commonwealth throughout the 1960s are well in the past, poorly recorded and largely forgotten 

outside of the archives. The heyday of academic experimentations – both in York and elsewhere, 

most notably Toronto – also seems to be over. As the York community has increasingly taken 

control and ownership of the cycle, productions outside York have become less common. 

Productions overseas are now particularly rare, as former British-ruled countries such as Ghana and 

New Zealand create or re-discover their own theatrical and cultural heritage. In such countries there 

is today little demand and even less support for performances of medieval English religious drama. 

Audiences and funding bodies are often simply unaware that such a tradition exists or, even if they 

are aware, fail to see if or how it can speak to their populations. Within Britain the most notable 

 See Chapter 4, 109-10, and “A Nativity For York,” York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust, accessed September 11, 836

2019, https://ympst.co.uk/york-nativity.

 “York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust: Keeping the Story Alive,” York Mystery Plays Supporters Trust, accessed 837

September 11, 2019, https://ympst.co.uk/.
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production of the plays outside York, Tony Harrison’s The Mysteries, has never been remotely 

imitated in scale, depth and theatrical innovation.  Although the York plays do continue to pop up 838

regularly in the repertoire of smaller, amateur medieval theatrical groups such as the Aldermaston 

Nativity  and London’s Players of St Peter,  there has been a definite narrowing of the cycle’s 839 840

geographical field of performance. This, of course, was always centred on York, but now effectively 

is York.  

 Nevertheless, in Toronto the waggons used in 1977 and 1998 are still in university storage; a 

third full-cycle revival seems unlikely, but a smaller-scale production remains a possibility, if only 

to prevent the university from scrapping the waggons due to lack of use. More tangibly, Christina 

M. Fitzgerald, from the University of Toledo, has just published a new edited anthologised version 

of the cycle, incorporating selected pageants.  This edition is particularly significant because it is 841

the first selected anthology to include several of the Marian pageants rather than overlook them, a 

“conscious choice”  on Fitzgerald’s part. The inclusion of the Marian pageants “calls what was 842

subtext in the early part of the cycle back up to the level of text,”  completing the typological 843

foreshadowing present in the original full cycle and in its source, the Bible. As this is often lost in 

modern productions of the cycle, stemming from Browne and Purvis’ calculated exclusion of the 

Marian pageants back in 1951, it is encouraging to see Fitzgerald attempting to redress this. It 

remains to be seen whether it will encourage directors or others working with the plays to consider 

the cycle less as a straightforward ‘life of Christ’ narrative and, rather, as the complex, self-

referential work it really is, one driven by a forward narrative arc but also structured around 

numerous instances of typology, foreshadowing and internal figural repetitions. Moreover, with 

very few female characters written into the cycle, Fitzgerald’s edition is also in part a deliberate 

attempt to “emphasise the women more than the men.”  Arguing that the few female characters 844

 The Mysteries was restaged in 1985 and revived again in 1999 for the millennium, when (in 2000) it was also 838

performed at the Boston Center for the Arts in Massachusetts. An abridged version also played in 2011 at the London 
Globe.

 See footnote 557 at Chapter 4.839

 “Welcome to the Players of St Peter,” The Players of St Peter, accessed November 11, 2019, http://840

theplayersofstpeter.org.uk. 

 Christina M. Fitzgerald, The York Corpus Christi Play: Selected Pageants. The Broadview Anthology of Medieval 841

Drama (Peterborough, ONT: Broadview Press, 2018).

 Christina M. Fitzgerald, interviewed by Robert Crighton, “Discussing the York Corpus Christi Play with Dr 842

Christina M. Fitzgerald,” Beyond Shakespeare Company, podcast, broadcast June 24, 2019, accessed August 8, 2019, 
https://audioboom.com/posts/7297248-discussing-the-york-corpus-christi-play. 

 Ibid.843

 Ibid.844
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who do exist in the text – Eve, the Wife of Noah, the Blessed Virgin, Mary Magdalene, Pilate’s 

Wife – are among the most humanly relatable characters in the cycle, Fitzgerald seeks to foreground 

women within the cycle and explore how they function as a “point of identification.”  As in 845

production women increasingly take on prominent characters originally performed only by men – 

most noticeably Christ and Lucifer – Fitzgerald’s highlighting of women’s roles within the cycle 

comes with pertinent timing. 

 This thesis set out to assess both the ways in which the York cycle has evolved from its 

medieval incorporations and those in which its function and purpose remain the same. It has also 

attempted to put forward some suggestions for why these medieval religious plays continue to have 

resonance for modern societies and modern audiences. The medieval cycle’s primary function as a 

communal religious event publicly demonstrating faith and piety has vanished, but the importance 

of the community in the production of the cycle has been reinvented. Indeed, it is integral to both 

the medieval cycle and the modern, whether in the shape of guilds or community groups. Also 

bound up in both medieval and modern performance are preoccupations with heritage, tradition and 

local pride. These have been foregrounded in contemporary production; to them has been added a 

need or desire to negotiate the gap between past and present, work which all modern productions 

necessarily engage in. As this process is never-ending, never reaching “true finality,”  the cycle 846

continues to perform a self-perpetuating “incessant back and forth motion.”  Because of this, and 847

because “the Mystery Plays are like a drug… anyone who has been involved in them keeps coming 

back for more,”  the cycle is continually re-formed and re-made, each production necessarily 848

linked to those that have gone before but also working towards creating its own understanding. 

 Inevitably, there are limitations to the discussion possible within the scope of this thesis. Of 

the dozens of productions of the cycle performed both in and outside York since 1951 some will 

necessarily have been passed over. Among those to which I would have liked to devote more space 

are Edward Taylor’s 1969 amateur production, Tony Harrison’s The Mysteries, and Patrick 

Garland’s 1980 production. Moreover, there has been no space for comparison of the York cycle 

with other contemporary medieval cycles, or adaptations thereof, performed in Britain today. The 

Chester cycle, the Lincoln Mystery Plays and the Lichfield Mysteries are all performed on an 

 Ibid.845

 Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide For the Perplexed, 91.846

 Ibid.847

 Wood, interviewed by Tyler with Tomlin and Wragg.848
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ongoing semi-regular basis. The Sheffield Crucible Theatre staged a one-off reworking of the 

medieval cycles in July 2014, as the York waggons were performing one of their quadrennial 

outings. Every Easter, shorter Passion Plays pop up all over Britain, having demonstrable links with 

the mystery cycles in their outdoor processional staging, dramatisation of Christian scripture, and 

large community involvement.  Future work could usefully be done comparing the York cycle 849

with these other mysteries, examining how the motivations for staging them differ, whether their 

performative functions differ between communities, and how each works to explore, explain or 

negotiate the past and bring it to bear on the present. 

 Nevertheless, as it stands, this thesis contributes to the field of existing literature on the York 

plays. Through its utilisation of archival work, viva voce testimonies and observation of recent 

productions, it contributes to the ongoing maintenance of a production record as well as 

highlighting some previous productions whose significance has been poorly documented or 

overlooked. In suggesting that the York cycle be considered in the context of medievalism and 

medievalising impulses it opens up a new avenue for scholarly exploration of the plays. Finally, in 

applying Gadamer’s model of hermeneutic understanding it offers new thinking on the cycle and 

commentary on its many contradictions, both those inherent within the cycle and those produced by 

the contemporary effort of interpretation. Ultimately, then, it offers a way of understanding how 

these contradictions are inevitably worked through in any attempt at reinterpretation and re-

appropriation.  

 One of the largest of these in recent years was the 2019 Birmingham Passion Play.849

.204



Appendix: Chronological list of productions 

mentioned or discussed 

This list covers only the modern productions of the York cycle mentioned or discussed in this thesis, 

beginning with the Festival of Britain revival production, and as such is not intended to be an 

exhaustive inventory of the cycle’s post-medieval stagings. 

Production      Year  Director or Coordinator 

Festival of Britain, Museum Gardens, York  1951  E. Martin Browne 

Museum Gardens, York (as 1951)   1954  E. Martin Browne 

Museum Gardens, York (as 1954)   1957  E. Martin Browne 

Museum Gardens, York    1961  David Giles 

Accra, Ghana      1962  Noel Welburn    

Museum Gardens, York    1963  William Gaskell 

Christchurch, New Zealand    1965  John Kim   

Museum Gardens, York    1966  E. Martin Browne 

Museum Gardens, York    1969  Edward Taylor 

Museum Gardens, York    1973  Edward Taylor 

University of Leeds     1975  Jane Oakshott 

Museum Gardens, York    1976  Jane Howell 

The Mysteries, National Theatre   1977  Bill Bryden 

PLS/REED, University of Toronto, Canada  1977  Alexandra Johnston 

Vanderbilt University, TN, USA   1979  Unknown 

Museum Gardens, York    1980  Patrick Garland 

Museum Gardens, York    1984  Toby Robertson 

Museum Gardens, York    1988  Steven Pimlott 

Waggon staging, York     1988  Meg Twycross 

York Theatre Royal     1992  Ian Forrest 

Waggon staging, York     1992  Meg Twycross 

Waggon staging, York     1994  Jane Oakshott 
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York Theatre Royal     1996  John Doyle 

Waggon staging, York     1998  Jane Oakshott 

PLS/REED, University of Toronto, Canada  1998  Alexandra Johnston 

York Minster Millennium Production   2000  Gregory Doran 

Waggon staging, York     2002  Mike Tyler 

Waggon staging, York     2006  Mike Tyler 

Waggon staging, York     2010  Ben Pugh 

Museum Gardens, York    2012  Damien Cruden, Paul Burbidge 

Waggon staging, York     2014  Deborah Parker-Hull 

York Minster       2016  Philip Breen 

Waggon staging, York     2018  Tom Straszewski 

A Nativity For York (Nativity pageants only)  2019  Philip Parr  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