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The CLBester (Mpsterics,

AND THEIR CONNECTION WITH ENGLISH

LITERATURE AND THE ENGLISH DRAMA.
BY
MRS. HENRY SANDFORD.

T was simply as a student of English literature, and
long before I had any idea of ever coming to live in
Chester, that I first became acquainted with that
“ celebrated collection of mysteries, founded upon
anptural subjects, and formerly represented by the trades of
Chester at Whitsuntide,” o
which is to be the subject of the present paper. I will,
therefore, ask leave to begin where I began myself,
namely, with the connection of the Chester Mysteries,
and, of course, also and equally, of all the other collections
of mysteries and miracle plays, that have come down to
us from the middle ages, with English literature and with
the English drama.

No country can boast of more than a very few names
(many countries have not even one), either in art or in
literature, that so transcend the limitations of time and
place, as to stand forth, pre-eminent in universal recog-
nition, and for uncounted generations. There was but one
of his contemporaries of whom Ben Jonson cow/d write
that ““ he was not for an age, but for all time ;" and it was
in Shakespeare that—after centuries of growth and effort—
the English nation firsf proved the maturity of its powers,
by bringing forth a mind of this rare degree of excellence.
What must ever be an interesting question is to consider
how it came to pass that the genius of Shakespeare—that
is to say, the genius of the English nation, touching for
the first time the highest point of literary attainment—
manifested itself in the particular shape that it actually
did assume, namely, in those dramatic masterpieces
which form so precious a part of our national inheritance,

The simplest answer is, that the English nation,
before the final triumph of the Puritan movement in the
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field of social life, was, and had been for generations, one
of the most dramatic nations in Europe. Acting was the
common delight of all classes, the amusement that natur-
ally suggested itself at any festive season, so that Prospero
arranging a masque to celebrate his daughter’s betrothal,—
Bottom and his companions getting up their rustic play
to please Duke Theseus,—Julia in the “Two Gentlemen
of Verona,” telling about the dressing up that went on
at Pentecost, “when all their pageants of delight were
played,” are nothing else but pictures drawn from life,—
the every-day life of “Merry England” in the 16th
Century. Now, one special note of that great epoch,
which we call the Renaissance, was the awakening into
extraordinary vitality of the individual capacities and
characteristics of each nation that it touched. We might,
therefore, naturally expect that in England, amongst other
results, it would give birth to some new and striking
development of dramatic art and genius; and everyone
who knows anything of the history of English literature,
knows that just such a development is exactly what we
do find, holding a high place among the splendours of the
age of Elizabeth.

It has been said that in every great age there are
always to be found a group of eminent men who express
what may be called the idea of the age, with more or less
felicity, and amongst them one or two who express it
perfectly. Thus Shakespeare shines not alone, but rather
as a star of the first magnitude, whose brilliance hides
a multitude of lesser lights. For the Elizabethan drama-
tists were many, and not a few of them men of trne poetic
gifts, and not without touches of greatness. Though
scarcely any of their plays would bear being acted now,
as Shakespeare’s are, yet his and theirs all belong to the
same school, and in their general framework, choice of
subjects, and method of treatment, they resemble each
other as much as they all differ both from the 17th Century
drama of Corneille and Racine, and from the antique
drama of the Greeks and Romans.

Where then did this so-called Romantic drama
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originate? (For in course of time a new name was found
for the new school, which, in its first imperfect beginnings,
seemed to a classical scholar like Sir Philip Sydney, a
mere chaos of irregularity)—a drama which knows nothing
of the unities, and presents to the imagination a series of
what may be called dramatic pictures, in the course of
which plot and characters develop themselves, somewhat
after the fashion of a chronicle or history, and not at all
after the fashion of the old-world idea of dramatic
propriety.

Well! The question is not difficult to answer. It
is quite certain, indeed, it is one of the commonplaces of
literary knowledge, that the English drama of the Eliza-
bethan age—the drama of Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Ben
Jonson—is the direct heir and representative of the old
mysteries and miracle plays, and that every point in whick
our drama differs from the classical drama—and the
difference is as great, and very similar in character, to the
difference between Gothic architecture and Greek archi-
tecture—is distinctly traceable to that source.

It is to this literary interest, and to this alone, for
the interest in the religious aspect of the plays is of much
more recent origin, that we owe our present facilities for
the study of the subject. For over 1oo years—all through
the period of rhymed couplets, of classical imitations,
and of a debased immoral stage—Shakespeare had
been entirely neglected and forgotten, except indeed, by
unscrupulous playwrights, who borrowed and caricatured
his personages without the least danger of detection. But
in 1733, 13,000 copies of Theobald’s newly-published
edition of Shakespeare were sold, and the revival of a
relish for our great national poet soon led to a revived
interest in the history of our national literature. (1)

(1). In February, 1741, the * Merchant of Venice” was pro-
duced in its original form for the first time after one hundred
years . . . Inthe October of this year Garrick appeared for the
first time on the London stage, in the character of Richard IIL
Pope wrote—

After ope hundred and thirty years nap,

Enter Shakespeare with a loud clap.

Lecky's XVt Century, Vol. L.
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Thomas Warton, Professor of Poetry at Oxford in 1756,
published a history of English Poetry, which is, as far as
I know, the very earliest work in which the old religious
plays are brought forward as worthy of the attention of
every student who wishes to understand something of the
origin of the English Drama. John Payne Collier, who
was born in 1781, and published his History of Dramatic
Poetry in 1834, goes still further, and gives, for the first
time, a vivid and well-written account of the actual matter
of our ancient mysteries, illustrated by a comparison of
three of the most important sets that have been handed
down to us in English, namely—the Chester, Coventry,
and Townley mysteries. It is to the labour of the Shake-
speare Societies, of a somewhat later date, that we owe the
publication of the actual text of these plays, with admir-
able notes and introductions.

It seems probable that the words may have been
copied out afresh every time that a new representation
was given, and that the well-worn M.S., which had
already served its turn, was then lost or destroyed, for no
very early MSS. seem to have been preserved. In the
case of the Chester plays, and of these alone, we have a
very interesting account of the actual manner of perform-
ance, from the pen of a certain Archdeacon Rogers, who
was Archdeacon of Chester, Vicar of Gawsworth, and
“Prebunde” of Chester Cathedral, just about 3oo years
ago, for he died in 1595, and he wrote his account of the
plays some time subsequently to the year 1574, in which
he witnessed their performance.

England, living (till 1588) in perpetual danger of a
Spanish Invasion, and irritated by Ridolfi Plots, and
Jesuit Conspiracies within her own borders, into a frenzy
of intolerance, was just then yielding herself up to a cur-
rent of feeling which tended to make Puritanism domi-
nant in all the larger towns in the country. Chester
was no exception, and we gather that the Rev. Robert
Rogers (he does not seem to have been Archdeacon till
1581) was in complete sympathy with the strong Puritan
party, which was gradually getting the upper hand both
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among the Cathedral Clergy, and on the Town Council.
Nevertheless, in spite of the extreme disapprobation with
which all Puritans habitually regarded everything in the
shape of “ play-acting,” Mr. Rogers could not help feeling
very much interested in what he calls the * Anchant Cus-
toms” of Chester. As a good Protestant, he takes care to
call them by the hardest possible names, and to speak of
them in terms of contempt and depreciation, but at the
same time he carefully noted down what he saw, and his
description of the Chester mysteries is the more valuable,
because, as T have said, no other description exists, in the
English language, of the manner in which these perform-
ances were given. (After his death his notes were copied
out, and set in order, by his son, David Rogers, under the
title of :—

“ A Breviary, or some few collectiones of the Cittie of Chester,

gathered out of some fewe writers, and heare sett down and
redused into these Chapters following—")

In speaking of the origin of ‘the Plays of Chester,
called the Whitson Playes,” Archdeacon Rogers says:—

‘““Heare note that these playes of Chester were the work of
one Rondoll, a Monke of the Abbaye of 8. Warburg in Chester,
who redused the whole storye of the Bible into English stories in
metter . . . and this Monke, in a good desire to do good,
published the same. Then the first Mayor of Chester, Sir John
Arnway, Knight, he caused the same to be played.”

The “ Banes,” (2) read before the plays were acted
in 1600, repeat the same statement, which was evidently a
tradition commonly believed in Chester during many
generations. Sir John Arnway was Mayor of Chester
towards the close of the 13th century, and as Fitzstephen,
the biographer of Thomas 4 Becket, speaks of such per-
formances as being frequently given in London as early
as the rzth century, there is no great improbability in
supposing that the Chester Plays may actually have been
performed for the first time, as some say they were, in the
yvear 1268. Only it is certain that the language of
the copies that have come down to us is not 13th century

(2). Ban, a proclamation. Plural danns, but banes is found
in the works of Sir Thomas More. Anglo Saxon, Gebann. Skeats’
FEtymological Dictionary.
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English, and that if that was the language of the Randoll,
who put the Bible stories into English metre, he cannot
have lived till about oo years later.

This brings us to another tradition. Attached to
one copy of the Chester Plays is a vellum fly-leaf which
says :

“The Whitsun Plays were made by one Randle Higginet,
wlho was thrice at Rome before he could obtain leave of the Pope
to have them in the English tongue.”

Here, I think, is the key to the whole difficulty.
Randle Higginett (whom Warton has tried, but I think
on insufficient grounds, to identify with Ralph Higden,
of the Polycronicon) did, indeed, ““reduse” the Chester
Plays into English metre; not, however, as a composer,
but as a translator.

They were then originally performed in some other
language? Yes, certainly. Plays of this kind were not
native to our soil, they entered England from the Contin-
ent, during the period when Norman French was still
dominant in English society, and the language used was
always either French or Latin. There can be very little
doubt that the Chester Mysteries were at one time perfor-
med in French, (3) for even now we here and there come
across untranslated bits, which, by the pens of many
generations of copyists who were ignorant of that
language, have, it is true, been robbed of all intelligible
meaning, but as yet as unmistakably French as ever.
We have, besides, to notice a remarkable similarity—
sometimes it almost amounts to word for word—between
some of the Chester Plays, and some of the corresponding
plays in an old French collection known as the ** Mystéres
du vieil Testament,” which is much too exact and striking
to be passed over as accidental.

It was, of course, not only in England that these
kind of representations were popular; they were a
common feature of medizeval life all over the Western
world, and for a very long while a well-understood dis-
tinetion was brought between the two principal classes

(3). It is right to say that this is questioned by some
authorities.
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into which they were roughly divided. Those that were
called miracles or miracle-plays represented incidents in
the lives of the saints; martyrdoms most frequently.

“Hii (4) ben disguised as Tormentors in clerkes
plei,” is a satirical description of an absurd fashion in
dress in the reign of Edward 2nd. In many instances
the names of the composers of some of these pieces have
been handed down to us, such as the miracle play of S.
Catherine, by Geoffrey of Gorham, afterwards Abbot of
S. Albans; the miracle play of S. Nicholas, by Hilarius,
an Englishman, who was a disciple of the celebrated
Abelard. But the name of mysteries was reserved for
those plays only whose subjects were intended to illus-
trate the leading truths of the Christian religion, and here
we find, amongst other great differences, that all the many
sets of mysteries that have come down to us are apparent-
ly different arrangements of a single series of scriptural
scenes and illustrations, which was, as it were, the
common property of the Western Church. The selection
is always the same, or very nearly so, and, whether the
number of the plays be few or many, the tkeme of the entire
series is always the same, and great, though unconscious
dramatic art, is shewn in the manner in which the central
idea is continually impressed upon the beholder’s mind.
That central idea is Jesus Carist, the Saviour of Man-
kind. Curist promised: CHRIST come: CHRIST crucified:
CuristT risen : CHRIST to come again. This is tke subject,
not only of the Chester Mysteries, but of all the other
mysteries, too, whether in England or on the Continent.

In the Chester Mysteries the series is arranged for a
three day’s performance, in which the first day sets forth
the Creation of the World and the Fall of Man, followed
by Old Testament types and foreshadowings of the coming
SAVIOUR, and concluding with the SAVIOUR’S birth, and
his adoration by the Shepherds and by the Wise Men
from the East.

(1). Hii = they. This continued to be the plural form of
the personal pronoun, ke, heo, hif, in the Midland and Sounthern
parts of England, till the middle of the 14th Century. 7hey and
their are North country forms. Remember the vowel ¢ must be
pronounced as in continental alphabets, not as in Modern English.
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The great subject of the second day is the Passion
and Resurrection of CHRIST, answering to the Passion Play
at Ober Ammergau, which is nothing else but the middle
portion of the usual set of mediseval mysteries, very much
reformed and purified. The scenes presented upon the
third day set forth the beginning of the Christian Church,
and the close of the present dispensation by the second
advent of CHrisT. As at Ober Ammergau, all the
characters in the Passion Play (which is performed omnce
in ten years) are sustained by the peasants and farmers
and mechanics of the place itself, so also in Chester the
Whitson plays were acted by members of the various trade
guilds, each guild making itself responsible for one par-
ticular play out of the entire set of twenty-four. But here
the resemblance ceases, for the Tyrolese Passion Play
is acted in a simple but very perfect little temporary
theatre, whereas each of the Chester plays had its own
moveable stage, known as a pagiant; (5) and it would
appear from the following description, that each play was
acted two or three times over in the course of the day, in
different parts of the city.

I cannot do better than give you a portion of Arch-
deacon ROGERS' description :—

“The plays,” he says, “were divided into 24 pagiantes or
parts, according to the number of the Companyes of the Cittie, and
every Companye brought forth their pagiant, which was the
carriage or place that they played in. To see which playes there
was great resorte, and also scafolds and stages made in the streets
in those places were they determined to play their pagiantes. And
yarlye before these were played there was a man fitted for the

(5). Pagiant, or Pageant. “This curious word originally
meant a moveable scaffold such as was used in the representation
of the old Mysteries For a picture of such a scaffold, see Chamber's
Book of Days. 1. 6361. Perhaps it was called a Pageant, from its
construction being omf)ag‘imzta, framed and comFacted together.
For the word is variously written and occasionally pagys, pagen,
a{)proaching closely the Low Latin word pagina, ‘The vanions
plays composing the Chester Mysteries are entitled pagina prima,
gina secunda, and so forth., The original derivation is from the

oot pag, to fasten, to fix, whence also page (of a hook) pack,
package, paci, etc. The Modern meaning of the word pageant (an
exhibition, spectacle, show,) is a transition from the idea of the
stage itself, to that which is represented upon it. Abbreviated
from Skeat’s Etymological Dictionary. '
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purpose which did ride, as I take it, on St. George's day, through
the Cittie, and there published the tyme and the matter of the
playes in brief, which was called the Reading of the Banes. They
were played upon Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, in Witson
weeke. And they first began at the Abbaye Gates; and when the
first pagiant was played at the Abbaye Gates, then it was wheeled
from thence to the Pentice at the High Crosse hefore the Mayor,
and before that was done the second came, and the first went into
Watergate Street, and from thence into Bridge Street, and soe all,
one after another, 1ill all the pagiantes were played appointed for
the first daye, and so likewise for the seconde and thirde, daye.
These pagiantes or carriages was a high place made like a howse
with two rowmes, being open at the tope, in the lower rowme they
apparelled and dressed themselves, and in the higher rowme they

played. . . . .

(I interrupt the description to remark that we find
from the parallel account of a German stage on wheels,
quoted by Mr. Baring Gould, that when the play required
that the action should be carried on in earth, Heaven, or
Hell, the lower room was made to serve for Hell, whilst
the upper room was covered in, so as to form a third stage
on top, which might suitably represent Heaven It will
presently be seen that some similar arrangement must
have been employed for the representation of some of the
plays in the Chester Collection.)

. + . . “Aund when they had done with one carriage in one
place they wheeled the same from one street to another; first from
the Abbaye Gate to the Pentice, then to Watergate Street, then to
the Bridge Street through the lanes, and so to Eastgate Street.
And thus they came from one streete to another, keeping a direct
order in every streete. For before the first carriage was gone, the
second came, and so the third, and so orderly till the last was done,
all in order, without any staying in any place, for worde being
brought how every place was near done, they came, and made no
place to tarry till the last was played. =

In the opening play, which is always the Fall of the
Angels, we find ourselves at the very outset, brought in
contact with that immense mass of legendary matter which,
in the middle ages, was received with so much undoubting
simplicity as an integral portion of the truth itself. The
Fall of the Angels was, for some reason or other, a very
favorite subject in England. The Anglo-Saxon poems,










































































































































