The Second Shepherd Play

What is the difference between a mystery play, a miracle play, and a morality play? 

Mystery play: The plot and characters were drawn from the books of the Bible. It was the major form of Medieval drama. The best examples are the cycle plays of England. The York Cycle (14th century) contained forty-eight short plays and took approximately 14 hours to perform. Of the forty-eight plays, eleven deal with the Old Testament (from Creation to the crossing of the Red Sea), thirteen cover the period from the Annunciation to Palm Sunday, twenty-three cover the final week of Christ's earthly life and His Assumption into Heaven, and one describes Judgment Day. The last known medieval performance of the York Cycle was in 1569. 

Miracle play: Built its plot around the lives and the works of the saints. They were usually performed on the saint's feast day. Some of the scripts were biblical, others were not. 

Morality play: These dramas were based on the spiritual trials of the average man. They formed a bridge between the Medieval religious plays and the secular dramas of the Renaissance. The plays were allegories about the moral temptations which beset every man. The location was every man's soul. The action of the drama was the battle between good and evil to posses man's soul. 

Give a specific example of a mystery play? Of a miracle play? Of a morality play? 

Mystery play: The Second Shepherd's Play (mid 15th century) from the Wakefield Cycle or The Passion Play which dramatizes the last week of Christ's life -- from His triumphal entry on Palm Sunday through His Ascension into Heaven. Probably the most famous Passion Play is the Oberammergau (Germany) Passion Play which has been presented every ten years since the middle of the 17th century. 

Miracle play: The four St. Nicholas plays from the Fleury Play-Book (13th century France) -- Tres Fili (Three Daughters), Tres Clerici (Three Scholars), Iconia Sanctus Nicholaus (Image of Saint Nicholas) and Filius Getronius (Getron's Son). These plays were presented, in Latin, on St. Nicholas Day -- December 6th. 

Morality play: Everyman (late 15th century). Everyman is visited by Death. He is told that he can take one friend with him on his long journey. He approaches Fellowship, Kindred, Cousin, Goods, Knowledge, Discretion, Strength, Beauty, and Five Wits. All refuse. Only Good Deeds will join him on his journey. The moral is obvious. 

MYSTERY PLAYS in brief 
Mystery plays came in CYCLES: a series of plays which together were meant to present ALL OF SACRED HISTORY, from the Creation of the World through the End of Time (the Last Judgment), with particular emphasis on human history: the Fall of mankind (Adam and Eve eat the apple in the Garden of Eden) and the consequences of that Fall (other Old Testament stories illustrating man's sin or prefiguring redemption; ex: Noah's Ark); the way Original Sin was redeemed through the Nativity, Incarnation and Passion of Christ (source: New Testament and apocrypha for, e.g., the Harrowing of Hell); finally, the end of the world, when humanity rises from the dead to face the Last Judgment.  

Mystery Plays  were  thus used to teach salvation history to the illiterate masses who did not understand Latin, the language of the Church, and therefore could not read it for themselves. 
Unlike the theater of later periods, medieval Mystery Plays were NOT primarily presented as entertainment--they were pedagogical tools not unlike sermons. But the effectiveness of a sermon depends in large part on the ability of the preacher to engage the interest of his audience. Dramatizations have the advantage of being lively and engaging. Since Mystery Plays were performed in the streets by ordinary citizens (the Guilds, trade groups something like a modern trade union crossed with a civic organization like the Rotary Club).  Since the actors were the audience-members' neighbors and friends, not professional actors or priests, it can be assumed that mystery plays doubly engaged their audience:  those who performed in them must have felt themselves a part of the stories they were enacting, while audience members witnessed biblical narratives "coming to life" with a very familiar and human face. While Mystery Plays were undoubtedly fun to watch, the underlying purpose was serious: to engage the interest and understanding of the audience in order to help them be better Christians. Medieval theater is thus very different in its purpose from the theater of the Renaissance (and beyond), when plays were performed by troupes of professional actors whose primary goal was to support themselves by ENTERTAINING ticket-buyers. 

Reading Questions:

· What is Coll complaining about in the opening lines of the play? 

· What is Gib complaining about when he first enters the stage? 

· What does Gib's commentary about roosters and hens suggest about his marital life? 

· What con-job does Mak try to pull to steel the sheep initially? 

· What is Coll's reaction to Mak's potential acting career? (I.e., where does he tell him to stick his fake southern accent?) 

· If Mak has to work to create a southern accent, he must be a northerner. Where does his name (Mak or Mac) suggest he must originate? 

· How frequently does Mak's wife Gill give birth according to lines 347 and following? 

· What does Mak mean when he says he hopes to offer his wife "Her head-mass penny"? 

· Why does Mak draw a circle on the ground around the sleeping shepherds? What is he trying to do? 

· What does Mak steal from the Shepherds as they sleep? How does this symbolically connect to the Christmas story? 

· What excuse does Mak give to leave the shepherds and return to his wife? (i.e., what does he say he saw in a dream as he slept? 

· Where do Gill and Mak hide their future dinner? How does that symbolically connect to the Christmas story? 

· When the shepherds "inform" Mak that one of their sheep has been stolen, Mak claims, "Had I been thore, / Some should have bought it full sore." How is this funny or ironic? 

· Gill vows to the shepherds, "If ever I you beguiled, / That I eat this child / That lies in this cradill." Why is this funny or ironic? 

· Explain how all these jokes about eating the child connect with the Christian ritual of eucharist or communion. 

· Coll, Gib, and Daw leave Mak's house completely tricked. What do they realize as they leave that gives them the desire to go back? (What have they overlooked doing earlier that they now want to do out of generosity?) 

· When Daw bends down to kiss Mak's child, what about the "child" gives away its real identity? 

· How does Mak try to talk his way out of the problem in lines 867-68 and 882-84? 

· How does Gill try to talk her way out of the situation after that? 

· After talking about burning Gill alive or cutting off Mak's head, what punishment does the group settle on for Mak? 
· Who or what appears with good news after the shepherds lie down? 

· After receiving this message, Gib, Daw and Coll discuss the way the messenger sang, and they try to "croon" and imitate it? How is this symbolic? 

· Gib turns out to be something of a bible scholar. What does he connect with the angelic message in terms of prophecy? 

· What three gifts do the three shepherds bring? Why is each one symbolically appropriate? 

Study Questions on The Shepherds' Play:

 1.  What is a "Mystery play"? 

2.  What is the image of "the lamb"?  What does the gift-giving suggest in the end of the play? 

3.  The Second Shepherds' Play has two parts: the first climaxes in the discovery of the stolen sheep in the cradle; the second, in the adoration of the Christ child in the manger.  Discuss the relationship between these two scenes.  

4.  Which of the following interpretations of Mak's character are best supported by the play? Why? 

a.       Mak is the devil, an agent of evil who appears in disguise and uses the arts of magic to deceive the good shepherds. 

b.       Mak is Falstaff, a merry rogue who plays tricks on his unsuspecting fellows. 

c.       Mak represents unredeemed man, a sinner, who promises to reform and, by the grace of the shepherds, escapes serious punishments. 

d.       Mak represents Joseph, husband of Mary and foster parent of a miraculous child. 

e.       Mak is a criminal who represents a threat to society and must be expelled. 

5.  How does the playwright use humor in The Second Shepherds' Play? 

6.  The Second Shepherds' Play contains many anachronistic references to events that had not occurred by the historical time of Christ's nativity. Among these anachronisms are the numerous oaths using the names of Christ and Mary, the allusions to England (which did not exist as a nation at the time of Christ), and the references to the feudal system, which did not come into being until the Middle Ages. Discuss the effect of these anachronisms in the play. 

7.  The Second Shepherds' Play opens with a series of three complaints delivered by the shepherds and close with the shepherds singing together in celebration of Christ's birth. Contrast these two scenes. 
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