Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSEN4006)

Lecture 11 : The Second Shepherds’ Pageant
1.
Introduction to Medieval Mystery Plays

i.
Cycles of Mystery Plays
a) The Second Shepherds’ Pageant (or Play) was written in about 1425.

b) The word ‘mystery’ refers to the spiritual mystery of Christ’s redemption of humankind
c) dramatizations of incidents of the Old Testament, which foretells that redemption, and of the New, which recounts it
d) Cycles contained as many as forty-eight individual plays, e.g.:

a. the Creation
b. the Fall of Man
c. the Flood
d. the Nativity
e. events of Christ’s life
f. the Crucifixion
g. the Harrowing of Hell
h. the Last Judgement
ii.
Generic Character of Mystery Plays

a) Relationship to liturgical Church drama which was in Latin and dates back to the tenth century
b) the mysteries represent an old and largely independent tradition of vernacular religious drama that reaches back to the twelfth century. 
iii.
The Production of Mystery Cycles

a) late fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries, in towns
b) produced by the guilds, organizations combining the functions of a modern club, trade union, and religious society
a. each of these guilds had its traditional play to perform on the days when the cycles were presented. In certain of the towns each company had a wagon that served as a stage. The wagon would proceed from one strategic point in the town to another, and the play would be performed a number of times on the same day: the spectators gathered at any one strategic point would never be without a play before them, and might see the whole cycle without moving.
c) The Second Shepherds’ Pageant: the second of two Nativity plays that are part of the cycle performed at Wakefield and York.
d) The map of medieval York shows the pageant route between twelve sites at which the play was performed.
e) In other towns, the plays were probably acted out in sequence on a platform erected at a single location such as the main city square.

2.
The Second Shepherds’ Pageant

i.
The Author of The Second Shepherds’ Pageant

a) the author of this play may have written also several other of the Wakefield plays, though he probably revised older, more traditional plays.
b) identity is not known, but because of his achievements scholars refer to him as the Wakefield Master.
c) probably a highly educated cleric stationed in the vicinity of Wakefield
d) genius for combining comedy with religion in ways that make them enhance one another
e) The Second Shepherds’ Pageant is exceptional among the mystery plays in its development of plot and character.
a. There is no parallel to its elaboration of the comic subplot and no character quite like Mak, who has probably been imported into religious drama from popular farce.
ii.
Interpreting the Play

a) performed every year at Whitsuntide, the week following the seventh Sunday after Easter, or Corpus Christi, a week later. 
b) religious instruction and entertainment
c) In putting on the stage biblical shepherds, the playwrights inevitably and often quite deliberately gave them the appearance and characters of contemporary men and women. 
d) As The Second Shepherds’ Pageant opens, the shepherds complain about the cold, the taxes, and the high-handed treatment they get from the gentry.

e) The first impression upon reading The Second Shepherds’ Pageant is frequently of disparity between the secular part of the pageant or play (Scene 1 to the beginning of Scene VII) and the religious part (most of Scene VII and all of Scene VIII). The secular part is characterized by the following:

· Social commentary and critique (pp. 1-2): ‘1 Shep.
It does me good, as I walk thus by myself, / To grumble about the world.’ (p. 2)
· Marital grievances and anti-feminist satire (pp. 2-3): ‘2 Shep.
Woe is it for him that is bound in marriage, / For he must remain so.’ (p. 2)

· Sub- or quasi-philosophical musings on the transitoriness of all life (pp. 3-4): ‘3 Shep.
Anyone who could look on and let the world go by [would see that] / it is always fearful and as brittle as glass, / and slides away’ (p. 3).

· Comedy

f) The religious part is characterized by the the shepherds’ (Christian) obedience to the angel and reverence for Christ.
g) On re-reading, however, the play takes on new significance, and appears more integrated than we might have assumed:

· Continuity of the first, second, and third shepherds, though their attitude in the religious part does alter significantly

· The initial word of the pageant is ‘Lord’, though it is ironically used by way of casual exclamation; a little later in the same 1st Shepherd’s speech in the first scene, he appeals to ‘our Lady’: so our Lord Jesus Christ and our Lady the Blessed Virgin Mary appear in the first scene (verbally only) and in the last (dramatically).
· The winter setting is established in the first line of Scene 1, which on re-reading we recognize as setting up the Christmas nativity

· There is the theme of song in the secular and religious parts of the pageant. See p. 5 and p. 17.
· The theme of maternity characterizes the domestic life of Mak and the nativity:

· The stolen sheep in the cradle in Scene VI is reminiscent of symbolic images of Jesus Christ as Agnus Dei (Lamb of God), born in a stable among beasts: ‘3 Shep.
Do you see how they wrap / his four feet in the middle?’
· Note the charity shown twice by the shepherds – in the first instance to the supposed son of Mak and in the second instance to Mak and Gill when they decide to let them off with only the mildest punishments. This charity is rewarded when the shepherds are invited to visit the Christ Child, the embodiment of charity.

· By contrast, ironies emerge from lines like: ‘Mak. Now, I wish to God that I were in heaven for there weep / no babies’ (p. 5). Mak’s animosity towards his own wife and children – see p. 7 and p. 10: ‘Mak.
A house full of young bellies, / may the Devil knock out their brains!’ – may explain why he is denied the three shepherd’s experience of meeting the infant Christ (see p. 19).
h) So why is the pageant or play composed in this way? The answer may be that it is an attempt to engage its audience with the nativity of Christ through:

· matters of everyday concern for some of the audience, e.g. marital grievances
· the audience’s imaginative social engagement provided by giving expression to social discontent and resentment

· comedy and even drama

i) But there are also theological points that are made, e.g. Christ came to earth to save sinners, some of whom are ordinary (Yorkshire) women and men in the fifteenth century.
For the seminar …
What theological points are made by the combination of secular and religious in the play? How do these change our view of the secular part of the play? Does it become subservient to the play’s religious purpose?
Is the play or pageant ultimately a secular or a religious drama? Make a list of evidence that could be used to argue that the play is ultimately secular and a corresponding list that could be used to argue it is ultimately religious.
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