Abbie Ena-Smith (1902082)
Explore ways in which the sacred and secular parts of The Second Shepherd’s Pageant relate to each other. In the light of your observations, what, in your view, is the purpose of the play?

In this essay I will be exploring how the secular and sacred sections of The Second Shepherd’s Pageant correlate with one and other and why that may be telling of the aim of the play as a whole.
Firstly, the secular section of the play mirrors the sacred in the theme of the nativity. A prime example of this is the image of the Shepherds gathered around Mak’s child in the secular part of the play[footnoteRef:1], compared to their gathering around Mary’s child in the sacred.[footnoteRef:2] Another instance of a specific connection between the two sections is the Shepherds’ impatience to reach both Mak’s cottage and Bethlehem. The shepherds would not rest until they had reached their suspect’s cottage, as displayed by the third shepherd stating, “I will rest in no place [stead] until I greet him”.[footnoteRef:3] This notion is strengthened by Mak himself, noting, “you have run through the bog [mire], and are still wet”[footnoteRef:4] when they arrive. Later, they have the same agitation to arrive at Bethlehem after Gabriel visits them. Contrasting to Mak’s line, the first Shepherd instructs the other Shepherds to, “hasten [Hie] to that place, even if [if] we are wet and weary”.[footnoteRef:5] There is also a correlation in how the differing babies are addressed by the Shepherds. The sheep masquerading as Mak’s child is addressed as “that little star [day-starn]”[footnoteRef:6] by the Shepherds. Likewise, the child of Bethlehem is addressed in the exact same manner, “little day-star”[footnoteRef:7] - presumably pertaining here to the star of Bethlehem. The effect of this striking parody on the audience is one of comedy. Mystery plays were performed on the Christian feasts of Corpus Christi or Whitsuntide, which were both a mix of celebration and “religious instruction”.[footnoteRef:8] Arnold Williams explains that we may not go wrong in supposing most of the “great farce situations in the cycles”[footnoteRef:9] to be in the name of festivity. “Life in medieval times was much more orientated towards religion”[footnoteRef:10] and since there was an annual performance in York on Corpus Christi[footnoteRef:11], the audience will be well versed in the Nativity. Therefore, the audience will laugh at the Shepherds as they race towards their destination, or as they fuss over Mak’s “child”, because they will recognise the mock Nativity. In this manner, the resemblance of the sacred and the secular parts is done for the purpose of making the audience laugh, thus providing entertainment for a day of celebration. [1:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, trans. William Marx (Unpublished manuscript, University of Wales Trinity Saint David), pp. 14-15.]  [2:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, pp. 18-19.]  [3:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 12.]  [4:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 13.]  [5:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 17.]  [6:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 15.]  [7:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [8:  Dr Peter Mitchell, Lecture: The Second Shepherds’ Pageant (Unpublished Lecture and Seminar, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2019), p. 2.]  [9:  Arnold Williams, ‘The Comic in the Cycles’, in STRATFORD-UPON-AVON STUDIES 16: MEDIEVAL DRAMA, ed. by Malcolm Bradbury and David Palmer (London: Edward Arnold, 1973), pp. 109-124 (p. 113).]  [10:  Peter Happe, English Drama Before Shakespeare (New York: Addison Wesley Longman Inc., 1999), p. 25.]  [11:  Happe, pp. 36-37.] 

Moreover, the secular does not merely mirror the sacred to create farce. Comic situations take their place in the sacred sections as well, spanning comedy over the whole length of the play. During the final scene, the third Shepherd adds comedy to the true Nativity with his line, “Truly, already it seems to be told very often.”[footnoteRef:12] Whilst this could be an allusion to the fact that word has already spread of the Messiah, the humour of it stems from the reference it also makes towards the secular scenes with Mak and Gill. Furthermore, the gifts the Shepherds bestow upon the baby are comedic. Though the gifts of the Shepherds are another example of the sacred and the secular mirroring one and other[footnoteRef:13], in the sacred part of the play the gifts become more specific. They include a bob of cherries, a bird and a ball.[footnoteRef:14] These gifts, according to Williams, are a common occurrence in other cycle plays too, asserting, “Authors seem to vie with one and other to see who can invent the most outrageous gifts.”[footnoteRef:15] The third Shepherd’s gift of a ball for the baby Jesus to “go to the tennis”[footnoteRef:16] with certainly seems to pander to the idea of the presents being purely for the audience’s entertainment. Thus, the comedy is not limited to the secular playing off of the sacred; rather, humour integrates itself throughout the play. In this case, it would appear that the main purpose across both the secular and the sacred sections of the play is entertainment. [12:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [13:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 15, pp. 18-19.]  [14:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, pp. 18-19.]  [15:  Williams, p. 117.]  [16:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.] 

However, Williams later brings his own point into disrepute, going on to wonder if the Shepherd’s gifts are actually meant to be funny.[footnoteRef:17] There is much more emphasis on the gifts given to the child of Mary than the child of Mak. In the sacred section each Shepherd emits a speech as he bestows his gift - illustrating the importance of the moment.[footnoteRef:18] Back in the secular section of the play, the gift of “sixpence”[footnoteRef:19] is an afterthought, displayed by the third Shepherd running back in again. As Williams says, “[the Shepherds] are poor men”.[footnoteRef:20] Excepting the comment on the ball, the ball itself, the cherries and the bird are humble, but not ludicrous. Given the weight of the scene, especially with it being the last, the religious education provided by the play suddenly outranks the comedy in the secular. This gives the impression, as Happe claims, that “morally and psychologically the way for the Adoration of the real baby is prepared.”[footnoteRef:21] by said comedy. Yet, the comedy provided in the sacred does not diminish with the “sentimentality”[footnoteRef:22] created by the modesty of the gifts. “Go to the tennis”[footnoteRef:23] and “Truly, already it seems to be told very often”[footnoteRef:24] may be a lasting effort to keep up the light tone of the secular parts of the play within the sacred. As Thomas P. Campbell says, “the Wakefield Master is able simultaneously to communicate both humour and reverence.”[footnoteRef:25] The continuous string of comedy throughout the whole of the play, strengthening the connection between the sacred and the secular, connotes that the comedy and entertainment of the play is as equally important to that of the reverence paid to the holy child. Due to this, it can be assumed both entertainment and “religious instruction”[footnoteRef:26] are key objectives of the play. [17:  Williams, p. 118.]  [18:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, pp. 18-19.]  [19:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 15.]  [20:  Williams, p. 118.]  [21:  Happe, p. 74.]  [22:  Williams, p. 118.]  [23:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [24:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [25:  Thomas P. Campbell, ‘Why Do the Shepherds Prophesy?’, in THE DRAMA IN THE MIDDLE AGES, ed. by Clifford Davidson and others (New York: AMS Press, Inc., 1982), pp. 169-182 (p. 169).]  [26:  Mitchell, p. 2.] 

As well as comedy, the theme of redemption links both sections together. For instance, in the final scene the second Shepherd cries, “now we are redeemed [won]!”.[footnoteRef:27] On one hand, his outcry is a reference to the absolution of their own sins from the secular sections of the play; on the other, it refers to the salvation the child will bestow upon humanity as a whole. Whilst Mak is displayed as the “Villain”[footnoteRef:28], the Shepherds are not particularly pious themselves. One particular aspect of the shortcomings of the Shepherds is the hypocrisy of first Shepherd towards the third. The play opens on the woes of the first Shepherd, the main being the way Landlords treat their tenants: “We are so crippled, [...] reduced to submission [made hand-tamed] By these gentry landowners.”[footnoteRef:29] In Matthew 7:13, Jesus teaches against judgement and hypocrisy[footnoteRef:30], yet when the third Shepherd arrives the other Shepherds abuse him: “By the curse of Christ, my boy, you are a lazy hind!”[footnoteRef:31] The “boy”[footnoteRef:32] calls the first Shepherd “master”[footnoteRef:33] giving him the same relationship to that of the first Shepherd and the “gentry landowners.”[footnoteRef:34] In light of this, there is a link made from the secular to the sacred part of the play, as the first Shepherd atones for his previous hypocrisy when he pays reverence at the end. Murray Roston takes on this line of thinking as well, declaring, “the coarse, ignorant shepherds […] walked in darkness before they saw the great light.”[footnoteRef:35] The redemption of the Shepherds is a cause for merriment, emphasised by the third Shepherd’s line: “our song is of joy!”[footnoteRef:36] As such, the play’s intentions can be inferred to be a reminder of why the feasts of Corpus Christi and Whitsuntide are celebrated. The saving of the Shepherds demonstrates that humanity will receive redemption in the afterlife and the subsequent merriment befits the atmosphere for these festivities. [27:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [28:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 6.]  [29:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 1.]  [30:  Matthew 7. 13.]  [31:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 4.]  [32:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 4.]  [33:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 4.]  [34:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 1.]  [35:  Murray Roston, BIBLICAL DRAMA IN ENGLAND (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1968), p. 41.]  [36:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 17.] 

On a similar strain, In Scene VII, the second Shepherd describes that the birth of the Saviour will “relieve [slake] it, our race [kind], from misery”.[footnoteRef:37] The notion of the “misery”[footnoteRef:38] they are saved from can directly link back to the “grief”[footnoteRef:39] and “pain”[footnoteRef:40] the Shepherds suffered at the start of the play. By the end of the sacred part of the play the Shepherds have had their sins wiped clean and are promising to spread word of Christ’s birth.[footnoteRef:41] Their woes are not mentioned from Gabriel’s appearance onwards.[footnoteRef:42] This heavily implies that the major change in attitude is caused by the Shepherds being chosen to visit the newly born child and the salvation that results from it. The effect of this is an uplifting conclusion to the play, whereby the audience is reminded that even in the darkest hours of their lives, faith can provide comfort. This is enlightening and once again serves to remind the audience of why of Corpus Christi and Whitsun are holidays in the first place. Additionally, Williams declares that “If, as a common medieval belief […] held, the main requirement of a comedy is a happy ending, the cycle plays are comedy.”[footnoteRef:43] Taking that into consideration, it means that the happy ending of the sacred part of the play relates to the comedy that has happened throughout the secular and sacred parts. Thereby, The Second Shepherd’s Pageant overall purpose is actually a comedy. [37:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 17.]  [38:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 17.]  [39:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 1.]  [40:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 1.]  [41:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 19.]  [42:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, pp. 17-19.]  [43:  Williams, p. 110.] 

Then again, another explanation as to the purpose of the play is that it is a reflection on contemporary medieval society in Yorkshire. At multiple points during the secular part of the play, the Shepherds blaspheme, “Lord”[footnoteRef:44] and “Christ”.[footnoteRef:45] These words take on a new meaning in the sacred part of the play. When Gabriel appears, the flippancy of “Lord”[footnoteRef:46] is abruptly dropped and takes on a new respect as the third Shepherd asks to visit the holy child. “Christ” is the same, given that the Shepherds pay reverence to his birth in the final scene and are redeemed for doing so.[footnoteRef:47] Since the Shepherds take on the personas of Yorkshire farmers more than that of Shepherds in Jerusalem[footnoteRef:48], the Wakefield Master may be using his play to make a statement about the state of medieval life and worship in his time. Admittedly, the likeness of the Shepherds to their audience could merely be for comedic effect during the secular, and then the change in weight could go to promote the reverence of the Shepherds in the sacred part. Nevertheless, by making the Shepherds recognisable characters from the audience’s everyday lives the Wakefield Master is placing the Shepherd’s sins of blasphemy[footnoteRef:49] – and the hypocrisy previously mentioned[footnoteRef:50] - onto the image of the Yorkshireman. This connotes that the audience will recognise these faults in either themselves or people around them. Instead of the play simply being a celebration of the redemption that humanity will gain in heaven, the purpose could be to actively remind the audience to reflect on their faults. As with the Shepherds, they must thus redeem themselves by paying homage on days such as Corpus Christi and Whitsuntide. [44:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 1.]  [45:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 4.]  [46:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, p. 18.]  [47:  The Second Shepherds’ Play, pp. 18-19.]  [48:  Rosemary Woolf, The English Mystery Plays (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1972), pp. 192-193.]  [49:  Matthew 12. 31.]  [50:  Matthew 7. 13.] 

In my view, the play encompasses an equal mixture of purposes. It provides the entertainment and celebration that characterises the festivity of Corpus Christi and Whitsuntide through its comedy in both sections of the play and then again through its happy ending. It also incorporates reverence and moral teaching by showing the growth of the Shepherds from sinners in the secular part of the play, then to being chosen to visit the Messiah’s birth in the sacred. Finally, the portrayal of the Yorkshire Shepherds sinning and then receiving redemption reminds the audience of their own errors and how they must redeem these with reverence towards their Saviour: Christ.
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