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CHAPTER I 

METHOD AND PROCESS 

Although the medieval cycle plays flourished during the 

late Middle Ages, they remained popular through the Renais

sance and played for over two hundred years. Seldom 

---
performed in succeeding centuries, their revivals in York, . 

Chester, Leeds, Lincoln, and Toronto ;during the last half of 

the twentieth century demonstrate that they have retained 

their audience appeal. Their revival causes one to wonder 

why these plays are so successful and why they hav e such an 

impact on their audiences., \ Answers can be found in rhetor

ical analysis that deconstructs the texts of the York Cycle 

Passion segment and identifies particularly effective 

rhetorical strategies that evoke responses from an audience. 

Since the subject matter and the technique (including 

the symbol ism) parallels that of the Bible, an analysis of 

the Passion plays as "[t]he study of the New Testament 

begins with that of its tropes" (Wilder 118). Wilder 

contends that "[t]he New Testament writings are in large 

parts works of the imagination, loaded, charged, and 

encrusted with every kind of figurative resource and 

invention" (120). 
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Whereas the playwrights include narration centered 

on the biblical subject of atonement, they also employ 

many biblical rhetorical devices such as the symbolism of 

light and darkness, freedom and captivity, blindness and 

sight, and truth and falsity. 1 Because all of these 

elements are discovered in the text, the meanings determined 

will be writer-based (i.e., those of the playwrights) as 

opposed to reader-based (i.e., those of the audience) The 

playwrights' meaning can be perceived because "effective 

writers do not simply express thought"; instead "they 

transform it in certain complex but describable ways for the 

needs of the reader [audidence]" (Flower 19). A deconstruc

tion will unlayer meanings through explanations of technique 

and strategy. 

This critical analysis discovers meaning that lies 

embedded in the text. No doubt the playwrights consciously 

structured these plays to persuade their viewers to share in 

the faith and hope promised them through the Atonement. 

The critic's job is to unravel those threads that have 

been woven. Through examinations of the text, the critic 

begins to notice particulars. Perhaps Roland Barthes 

succinctly summarizes the duties of the literary critic in 

The Pleasure of the Text when he writes that he is 

interested in language because it wounds or seduces him. 

The critic searches for rhetorically effective language--



that which wounds or seduces--and when he identifies these 

elements in a text, he explains why this effectiveness 

creates a response from the audience. 

the origin of this effectiveness: 

Aristotle explains 

Since discourse has its end in persuasion, the 

speaker or writer must know the nature of the 
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soul he wishes to persuade. That is, he must know 

human nature, with its ways of reasoning, its 

habits, desires, and emotions, and must know the 

kind of argument that will persuade each kind of 

men, as also the emotional appeal that will gain 

their assent; every detail, the choice of the 

individual words and phrases, the arrangement of 

larger and smaller parts, each single item in the 

speech is to be determined by its effect upon the 

soul. (Rhetoric xx) 

This rhetorical analysis determines and identifies the 

strategies and techniques employed by the playwrights to 

move the viewer. 

This examination of the York Cycle mystery plays will 

consist of two types of examinations: the structured method 

f o und in James L. Kinneavy's theory of discourse, and the 

identification process of pulling away layers of multiple 

meaning of the text as represented by deconstruction. Since 

these plays were composed at a time when the playwrights 



considered their audiences to need instruction, the idea of 

reader-based meaning was foreign to both medieval play-

wrights or audiences. Hence this study focuses constantly 

on meanings found in the text instead of those which might 

come from a reader or viewer of the text to lead the audi

ence, whether medieval or twentieth-century audience, 

through the rhetorical strategies of the text to the 

threshold of atonement. 

4 

Using the hypothesis that the critic discovers meaning 

from the text in Chapter I, Chapter II examines the text of 

the plays through the framework of James L. Kinneavy's 

theory of discourse to establish the aims and modes that the 

playwrights use in the York Cycle. 2 While Kinneavy's theory 

extensively augments Aristotle, only that part of his theory 

which has relevance to this analysis will be included in the 

following summary. Inasmuch as Kinneavy extends Aristotle's 

theory of the communication triangle, he considers discourse 

in the same triangular form: the encoder (here playwrights 

and players), the signal (plays or code), and the decoder 

(critic and viewer, audience). On Level A, the first subdi

vision of the communication triangle, Kinneavy designates 

three entities, one of which is termed pragmatics. Pragma

tics, in turn, is divided into three parts, two of which are 

aims and modes. These two categories of aims and modes 

under the branch of pragmatics constitute the focus of 
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Chapter II. 

The aims involved in communication consider the 

audience, purpose, and subject matter incorporated in commu

nication. Kinneavy specifies that aims of discourse repre

sent four different purposes: expression which "tends to 

focus on or ~mphasize the writer"; persuasion which "concen

trates the power of the communication on exerting an effect 

on the reader" (here viewer also); exposition which "uses 

the power of communication to refer to subject matter as 

effectively as possible"; and literature which "pays partic

ular attention to such language characteristics as plot, 

characterization, rhythm, symbol, and dialogue" (Writing 9-

10). Whereas Kinneavy recognizes that "most writing does not 

attempt to achieve all of these aims at the same time," he 

mainta ins that "[m]ost wr i tings have a single dominant aim 

and subordinate the others ••• " (Writing 10). 

In addition to the aims, Kinneavy also denotes the 

manner of writing which he specifies as modes. He finds 

that the "modes control the organization and development of 

any piece of writing," and that "[t]he basic ways of looking 

at subjects are inherent in the basic kinds of writing a 

person does" (Writing 241, 247). The modes of writing he 

categorizes as narration, description, evaluation, and clas

sification. Whereas the narrative mode "reports changes in 

objects," the classificatory mode "groups objects having 
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some characteristics in common"; the descriptive mode 

"details the individual characteristics of a particular 

object," while the evaluative mode "rates the performance of 

an object in light of some goal" (Kinneavy, Writing 247). 

Similarly, the modes overlap as the aims do with one most 

often emerging to dominate. 

While Kinneavy's framework serves to establish the aims 

and modes of discourse in Chapter II, additional rhetorical 

strategies are evident when the text is examined by the 

Midrashic concepts of rabbinic hermeneutics in Chapter III. 

Beyond the modes and aims of discourse, further probing of 

the text through rabbinic hermeneutics unlayers meanings of 

atonement.. As Kinneavy's extension of Aristotle will 

provide a basis for Chapter IT, deconstruction will provide 

the critical apparatus for Chapter IIIs Instead of identi

fying a method for analysis, deconstruction establishes a 

process for examination. This process, as Robert Edwards 

asserts, operates on the theory that "[t]he absence of 

expressly articulated theories makes these approaches neces

sary to understand the affective and intrinsic features of 

the [drama] form" (158). 

As each deconstructionist examines a particular work, he 

utilizes principles common to deconstruction though these 

principles may be applied in such an idiosyncratic order 

that some critics may not perceive the process as method. 
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The importance and usefulness of deconstruction rests in the 

process of unlayering of a text instead of following an 

established method. J. Hillis Miller describes deconstruc

tive criticism as moving back and forth between the oppo

sites ("polar pairs"), thereby "providing its own activity" 

(251). For instance, Miller points out that "there is no 

deconstruction which is not at the same time constructive, 

af f irmative" (251), as the word deconstruction itself 

reveals in the juxtaposition of "de" and "con" (251). One 

good example of deconstruction comes from Miller's "The 

Critic as Host" (217-53). Using the word parasite, first 

looking at its apparent opposite (which he says has no 

meaning without its counterpart), Miller extends aspects of 

this on e word until multiple layers of connotation enrich 

the whole interpretation, never narrowing its meaning into a 

univocal stagnation. All this time, though, the word 

parasite never loses its original denotation. In like 

manner, as the York Cycle plays are deconstructed, the text 

remains constant and never disappears, yet multiple layers 

of interpretation extend to a deeper understanding and also 

to a special spirit or feeling--the metaphor of atonement. 

Both this metaphoric spirit and the literal truth when 

translated through a player touch the audience. 

Of particular importance is the branch of deconstruction 

which traces its origin to rabbinic hermeneutics. 3 In a 



manner akin to hermeneutical analysis, deconstruction avoids 

a definite heuristic and instead employ a process of inter

twining analysis. Both hermeneuticists and deconstruction

ists find not only the literal text but also the metaphori

cally layered meanings that make it possible for the audi

ence to recognize the multiple possibilities that simulta-

neously exist within the text. These multiple meanings 

extend themselves in the same way that the ever-widening 

circles extend themselves when a stone has been dropped into 

a calm pool. 

What transpires is that the text develops meaning each 

time it is studied and the critic uncovers new and expanding 

concepts. As Susan Handelman explains, each "interpretation 

is an uncovering of what was latent in the text, and thus 

only an extension of it; the text is a self-generating 

process" (74). For the rabbis, the text "is a continuous 

generator of meaning, which arises from the innate logic of 

the Divine language, the letter itself, and is not sought in 

a non-linguistic realm external to the text" (149). 

Handelman asserts that "[l]anguage and the text are, to 

use a contemporary term, the space of 'differences,' and 

truth as conceived by the Rabbis [sic] was not an instanta

neous unveiling of the One, but a continuous sequential 

process of inter pr eta tion" ( 149). The notion of the text 

basically becomes "an unending process of meaning" (133). 

8 



A brief review of Hebraic hermeneutics recalls that 

first the rabbis followed very strict rules for their 

explications. They saw the Pentateuch as a "unified, 

divinely communicated text, consistent in all its parts" 

("Hermeneutics" 366). They established set rules and 

principles of interpretation, mostly based on inferences, 

which "were necessary for the purpose of arriving at an 

authoritative decision for practical situations" (Handelman 

111). The primary rules usually considered when referring 

to rabbinic hermeneutics are the thirteen rules of R. 

Ishmael ("Hermeneutics" 367). Whereas Handelman identifies 

these rules as Middot and recognizes them to be the core of 

the rabbinic interpretive system (79), she also considers 

the less technical conc epts of Midrash as an in tegral part 

of hermeneutics. 

The more generalized process of Midrash allows greater 

mu ltip le meaning and proliferation of interpretation 

(Handelman 111) through the examination of the minor points 

such as contiguity . Examination of the text of the York 
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plays through this process of Midrashic hermeneutics unveils 

rhetorical strategies and helps extend the understanding of 

their effectiveness which benefits a performer who can 

incorporate the res ult of critical analyses into an 

effective portrayal when he translates the word to action. 



This process of Midrashic examination frequently uses 

"the format of extracting verse by verse sections from the 

Scripture and compiling all manner of possible interpreta

tion together" with "the only connective link between them 

being the words 'Another Interpretation"' (Handelman 112). 

Therefore Midrash has come to denote a combination of both 

excerpts and interpretations--both the text and its 

explanation. 

Midrash results in connecting the literal with its 

interpretation; it unites the literal with the figurative. 

This concept is exemplified in the plays when the spirit 

conjoins with the flesh, when God becomes man. Like Go<l 
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incarnate, the literal and the figurative, although two 

entities, create one meaning through reification because in 

the plays, the spirit first becomes literal (incarnation) 

and then transcends the literal to become spirit again in 

atonement. 1n the plays, when Christ, both the literal and 

the figurative, the flesh and the spirit, sacrifices His 

literal nature, He makes atonement for all men. 

One particular concept of Midrash employed to examine 

the plays is the dissolution of time and space. Handelman 

labels this concept by a contemporary term, "intertex

tuality," in which "[t]exts echo, interact, and interpene

trate" (71). She further notes that "[i]n a world of the 

text, rigid temporal and spatial distinctions collapse" 
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( 71). So it is with the plays. What took place a thousand 

or more years ago transpires as if it were happening at the 

momen t of performance. Even the anachronisms never intrude 

on the actual presentations. Paula Lazar labels this 

concept of time which is "peculiar to literary or artistic 

materia ls" as "aesthetic" time (387)0 To arrive at this 

aesth etic time, the critic must seek the "notion of trans

cendence in a form which at no time completely relinquishes 

mimetic character" but "that allows irnitated action to move 

beyond time" (Robert Edwards 159). The ref ore, when the 

critic determines from the text how the playwrights used 

language to dissolve strict time barriers, a player can 

incorporate this understanding into his portrayal. 

Another Midrashic principle highlights the concretiza-

tion of the literal truths. The plays reify faith into 

concrete form. They picture heaven, the angels, God, and 

Jesus as physical entities which the audiences can see, 

hear, and touch; yet each entity retains its spirituality. 

Because abstract truth is difficult to perceive, most men 

can understand it only when reified, when made concrete, 

when the spirit is put into flesh. 

Handelman goes on to give an example of this manner of 

concretization as she parallels rabbinic thought with 

psychoanalysis in which "the secondary process is used to 

h . " uncover t e primary process ( 7 4). What takes place is that 
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th e secondary pro c ess of the interpreting mind partakes of 

th e language of the unconscious, and adopts methods of free 

a ss o c ia tion and so forth in order to decipher the text of a 

drea m (74). In one way the plays can be likened to a dream 

as t he y c o ncretize or reify the various steps to salvation 

into a chronologically narrated spectacle; and in so doing, 

they t u r n abst r ac t truth into concrete actions. Concretiza-

tion ena b l es the viewer to understand the Christ i an concept 

of s al vation thr o ugh atonement, which, in turn, strengthens 

h is fait h . 

In other words , playwrights translate a concrete i mage 

th ro u gh playe r s. For example, when God appears, He is man, 

a c on cre te being because of the union of word and p l ayer. 

At th i s moment -i_t is as the rabbis claim, words and images 

a re yo ke d and bonded one to the other; the viewer sees a 

conc rete im a ge in the Word. Handelman emphasizes that 

"[t]his ma n ner of ' concrete think i ng' and the ability to 

ca r ry o n a highly abstract discussion wi thout the use of 

abst rac t symbols is one of the distinguishing features of 

Rabbinic [ sic] though tu (74). The plays facil i tate 

"concrete thinking" about highly abstract t heological 

concepts as they portray through the translation of the 

player the truths of Christianity which the viewer accepts 

and follows o n fa i th to achieve salvation. 

In the York Cycle, the metaphor of atonement emerges 
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from the dominant multiple layers of meaning. This metaphor 

of atonement, the central doctrine of the Christian faith, 

can prope rly include all that God accomplished for man on 

the cross (Tenney 84). Because the mysteries of faith 

cannot be explained, putting this doctrine into philosoph

ical lang uage becomes difficult. 

Perha ps Beryl Smalley best describes what a metaphor is 

like by calling it the "spiritual exposition" which exists 

beyond the "literal exposition" (2). She explains what she 

means when she compares "spiritual exposition" to medieval 

art: "'It is as though we were invited to focus our eyes not 

on the physical surface of the object, but on infinity as 

seen through the lattice ••• '" (2, q u oted from R. Hinks, 

Caro l inguan Art [London 1935, 82-83]). She maintains that 

"'th b. e o Ject • exists--as it were--merely to define and 

detach a certain portion of infinite space, and make it 

manageable and apprehensible" (2). The combination of the 

rhetorical strategies produces this "spiritual exposition," 

the metaphor of atonement surfacing from the "literal expo

sition," the text. 

A brief historical account of atonement begins when · man 

realizes that he cannot effect his own salvation (beginning 

with Adam); God alone delivered the Atonement through the 

ultimate sacrifice of His only Son for man's salvation. 

Before this ultimate sacrifice, God had mandated through 
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laws that man should honor Him with tithes and thanksgiving 

offerings. An example of these offerings is a goat, an 

animal that although he had not sinned was not as valuable 

as man (Tenney 84). These sacrifices (as seen and discussed 

in the story of Cain and Abel) were offered by the priests 

to God for man's atonement. Since God had promised man a 

Messiah, He--through His supreme love, mercy, and justice-

sent the Savior in the form of His only Son Who became the 

ultimate sacrifice making permanent atonement for man's 

salvation. When presented by players, the plays deliver 

this message of atonement through their literal, historical 

narration, the myth which Northrop Frye contends is the 

linguistic vehicle of kerygma" (Great Code 30). When the 

performance ends, the kerygma, the non-literal, the abstract 

truths, the metaphor of atonement, remains, because the 

physical no longer exists. 

Though the metaphorical and the literal coexist, the 

multiple meanings of the text are realized from the concre

tization of abstract truths. While the literal story forms 

the concrete, historical narrative which unfolds salvation 

before the audience's eyes, the metaphor of atonement inten

sifies and augments the literal meaning by adding spirit to 

the knowledge. When t he process of moving from the abstract 

to the co ncr ete suggests an analogy, viewers of these plays 

accept the principle that metaphor is to language what the 
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spirit is to the body. To realize the theological principle 

through th e spiritual metaphor of atonement leads an audi

ence to the th reshold of the temple where a single step 

places him within the dominant belief of Christianity. 

This study focuses on atonement centered on the five plays 

forming the York Passion group: The Last Supper, The 

Cr ucifixi on, The Death of Christ, The Harrowing .2_f Hell, and 

The Resurre ction. These five plays portray the literal 

action of the Atonement and exemplify how man must live in 

order to avail himself of this atonement. The Passion plays 

not only present Jesus as the perfect example of how man is 

to live, but also they portray Satan, Pilate, and the high 

priests, the most evil of men, as examples of how not to 

live. When man truly lives as Christ did by the virtues of 

faith, hope, and charity, he exists in a state of grace and 

his salvation is immanent. 

To reify the q ualities of the Christian life, the play

wrights dramatize the simple story of salvation while they 

underscore the dr a ma with the metaphor of atonement. The 

metaphor of a tonement emerges from the rhetorical strategies 

which weave these theological threads throughout the plays. 

Wh ereas the literal text provides the metaphoric vehicle, 

the theological underscoring provides the tenor. In other 

words, t he l iteral, the text, contains the essence of divine 

truth extended through the non-literal, the metaphoric. 
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This concept of atonement achieved through God exists l i ter

ally in the historical narrative, yet for the viewer/audi

ence its impact is poignantly realized through multiple 

met aph orical possibilities. 

Perhaps the non-literal metaphoric extensions can best 

be iden tified by cat aloging some of its multiple possibili

ties. The theological metaphor of atonement is primarily a 

spirj_t o r feeling derived from the literal, and might be 

considered alle gorical. In other words, it allows for 

another reading tha t operates on a diffe r ent level. Or, it 

might be labeled as a condensed metaphor or even a synec 

doche o r a metonomy bec au se atonement, a part of Christi

anity , re present s the whole of Christianity. Perhaps the 

most appropriate identification comes from Handelman who 

calls thi s phenomenom an extended metaphor when she explains 

the tra n sfer of meaning from the concrete to the figurativ e: 

"This metaphorical transfer from the 'proper' to the 'figu

rative ' sense, • •• is based on a metaphysical transfer 

from the 'sens ibl e' to the 'non-sensible' realm" (23) . She 

argues that reification met a morphoses the sensible to the 

non-sensible, that it translates the literal to the figura

tive a nd that in Christian thought, the letter evokes the 

spirit (23). Thus, t he journey from concrete to abstract, 

from literal to metaphorical, from sensible to non-sensible 

ends at its origin; the play at its close comes full circle. 



These threads of Christian theology, the metaphoric, 

germinate in rhetorical strategies, a part of the text. 
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Such rhetorical devices as irony, symbolism, and juxtaposi

tion emphasize spirituality. For instance, the thematic 

unity of life and death--man must die to self before he can 

come alive in Christ--which permeates the Passion series of 

the York Cycle defines the atonement metaphor for the inter-

preter. Furthermore, these abstract theological principles 

continually strengthen the faith as the metaphor grows 

throughout the plays in the same way that an apple matures 

from a blossom into an edible fruit. 

From the beginning, the critic recognizes the simplicity 

of the drama, and this simplicity allows the extension of 

words to the stage where performers create meaning for 

viewers .. Yet the term simplicity does not signify that 

these plays are the "crude and childish procuctions of a 

childish and crude peoplen (Salter 81). 4 Instead they 

emerge as carefully compiled and rhetorically structured 

works of art which, through underlying simplicity, unite 

viewers with the eternal or "the essential spirit of a great 

religious drama" (Ingram). 

The critic, who analyzes the written text of plays and 

discovers meaning in their particulars, usually examines a 

selected play or plays from a special focus or from a defi

nite critical stance which allows him to analyze the text 
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closely. He discovers particulars through close reading. 

As the critic deconstructs the text, he recognizes the 

importanc e of the player. When a player resurrects a role 

from the text, the performance transcends any correspondence 

between a particular individual and a role which that indi-

vidual may perform. In these plays, if the role is played 

convincingly, it moves the viewer towards faith prompted by 

the Christian theological thread interwoven throughout the 

text and projected by the player. 

Thoug h a role lives first in the imagination as it flows 

from the pen of the playwright, it is reborn each time a 

player performs it. Through rhetorically effective strate-

gies, the playwrights recorded some five or six hundred 

years ago t ex ts that the player learns to understand through 

the words. The rhetorical effect depends on more than 

words. The effect results from the way the words are 

combined to crea te roles so a performer whether a paid actor 

or an amat eur player may use those words to evoke emotions 

from the viewer. In other words, before the player can 

effectively play the part, he must understand the drama-

either by consulting a critical interpretation or by 

becoming as a critic. He must become as one with the words 

produced by the playwrights since both players and play

wrights make up o ne third of Kinneavy's communication 

triangle, the encoder. Therefore, analysis identifies 
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rhetorical strategies before offering critical explanations 

that ad d to meaning which a player can use to develop an 

interpreta tion of a part. 

An expansion of analysis comes when a player absorbs the 

part an d later fulfills it by utilizing the details and 

particulars during his portrayal. This process reifies the 

playwrights' text through the performer who connects the 

audience to the playwright by delivering the experience to 

the viewer. An energia is produced as the multiple layers 

of meani ng are exposed by the players to the audience. The 

playwrights h ave consciously designed rhetorical strategies 

to deliver t heir inten tions most effectively to lead the 

viewer to trut h. Man grows toward that truth as he becomes 

stronger i n fai th and hope. It is tempting to equate the 

union of playwrights, player, and audience to Aristotle's 

catharsis. Because these plays advise man to confess his 

sins and repent of them to avail himself of atonement, they 

precipitate a catharsis for the viewers who truly interna

lize them. 

The crit ic discovers the playwrights' underlying thread 

of theology through rhetorical analysis. Persuasion exer-

cised by the playwrights aims for the ultimate exposition: 

"the real world of conceptual knowledge transcends the 

sensor y world [in which persuasion dwells] and reveals 

reality, an i deal world of which the world of phenomenal 
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experience is but a replica" (Sahakian 53). Whereas divine 

truth only exists in God, the essence of truth may be 

realized on earth by man if he strives to live through faith 

and grace. Since man can perceive the spark of pure truth 

and since he resides in a "world of phenomenal experience," 

he responds to persuasion. While the playwrights construct 

a vehicle that impels their audience toward truth, they are 

not able to reveal that divine truth literally. Instead 

they rely on the persuasive aim united with the essences of 

pure truth to move not only the viewers but also themselves 

toward eternal truth. 

Thus from the rhetorical analysis of the aims and modes, 

and from the deconstruction of the words, this examination 

uncovers layers not only of the literal but also of the 

figurative possibilities found within the text. As more and 

more particulars from the plays become apparent, the pla yer 

understands the character he plays; and he projects his 

understanding by transmitting this character into the minds 

of the viewer s. 

For instance, as the critic uncovers rhetorical princi

ples such as irony in the plays, the player utilizes the 

interpretation of them and their rhetorical effects upon the 

charac ter he plays. Then he patterns the character after 

the analysis. Often, because of the simplicity of this 

drama, the player has to overact in order to present his 



21 

character effectively to the viewer. Yet, he cannot overact 

to the extent that his portrayal becomes farce. Foi 

example, the players who enact the soldiers placing Jesus on 

the cross must emphasize the stupidity of these characters 

and play them as loud and uncouth men but still portray them 

as believably evil men for the viewer. Hence, as meaning is 

extracted by the critic, it must be incorporated into the 

role by the player to relate to the viewer the underlying 

message. 

This study of the York Cycle pinpoints the rhetorical 

strategies that playwrights used to appeal to audiences and 

explains the role of critics in establishing evidence used 

by players to resurrect these roles. Because the plays are 

rhetorically effective, they exert an energia generated from 

the playwrights through the players to the audience and 

tangle into a golden chain of meaning that requires player 

and critic to untangle it for an audience and to link the 

non-liter al with the cosmic, divine, pure truth. As the 

chain is straightened, and its links fall into place, the 

basic tenet of Christianity, atonement, emerges as the domi

nant metaphor by which man ties himself with true faith to 

eternity, and strengthened, he avails himself of atonement 

and becomes one with the everlasting good, the cosmic truth, 

exemplified again and again in the York Cycle. 



Notes 

1 
The term playwrights is used in the plural throughout 

this study because the extant manuscripts are compilations 

of writers, rewriters, and revisers. 

2 
A Theory Qi Discourse (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 

Prentice Hal 1, 1971). Kinneavy's primary work comes from 

this book, but the applications of the aims and the modes 

(actually the only explanation of how to apply the modes) 

are better explained in his textbook written with William 

.J. McCleary and Neil Nakadate called Writing in the Liberal 

Arts: A Rhetoric with Readings (New York: Harper, 1985). 

3 
Susan Handelman convincingly connects the modern 

thinkers, or deconstructionists, Paul Ricoeur, Hans-Georg 

Gadamer, and Jacques Derrida along with Heidegger, to 

hermeneutic theory in her unpublished dissertation, "On 

Interpreting Sacred and Secular Scripture: The Relation of 

Biblical Exegesis to Literary Criticism," pages 22-37. 

4 
In Medieval Drama in Chester, Salter devotes a whole 

chapter, "A Great Reckoning," refuting such critics as 

Katherine Lee Bates, C. F. Tucker Brooke, Harold C. 

Gardener, and A. P. Rossiter, who claim that the plays 
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are either naive, crude, or artless. One of his best 

defen ses find s the plays to have the advantage of the 

"grand est, most sublime, and most powerfully moving of all 

themes" (81-108). 

5 
This an d all subsequent references to the text are 

from Richard Beadle's edition of The York Plays. 



CHAPTER II 

DISCOURSE THEORY AND THE YORK CYCLE 

The Passion Plays constitute one of the most moving 

parts of the York Cycle: they form a microcosm within a 

macrocosm. In other words, this particular group of five 

plays reduplicates the cycle in theme, structure, content, 

and technique, following the biblical structure of prophecy 

and fulfillment, as does the Passion segment~ The cycle 
<: ·a ,.J',r 

divides itself into prophecy, The Last Supper, and enactment 
" - '1 ... ,~· s .. 'o , 2i·1 ~ /:r . ') -

of that prophecy in The Crucifixion, The Death £f Christ, 
r • l :·•~ 

The Ha r r o w in g .Q_f { He 11 , a n d The Re s u r r ~ ~ t i on. Rh e t o r i ca 1 

analysis shows that these five plays, which mirror the York 

Cycle, allow for generalizations about the cycle. After an 

examination of the plays according to the principles of 

James L. Kinneavy's theory of discourse, the analysis 

reveals the rhetorical principles that the critic deciphers 

when applying the principles, the ai ms, and the modes that 

the writers of the plays have layered into their texts. In 

addition, the use of these critical f indings of and their 

applications by players in their interpretations of charac

ters demonstrates how the plays and the players convey a 

powerful impact to the audience. 

Little doubt exists that the plays entertain, an aspect 
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that Kinneavy designates as the literary aim. But is the 

primary intent behind composition to entertain? A close 

examination discloses that all four aims appear in the 

plays; seldom separate and distinct, the expressive , the 

expository, the literary, and the persuasive often overlap. 

For instance, that the Passion group of plays centers on 

fa c ts from the Bible clearly reveals the expository aim. 

Yet these biblical facts are drawn from the most dramatic 

stories of the Gospels and usually are present to do more 

than simply to teach.. Likewise, the drama becomes expres

sive when the playwrights add their own interpretations of 

these facts. Although the plays contain all four aims, 

their greatnes s derives from their rhetorical effective

ness--their a bil it y to persuade. 

Not obvious and overt, the aim of persuasion lies hidden 

in the rhetorical strategies. Implicitly embedded, the 

metaphor of atone ment comprises the most important element 

of the persuasive aim. Stopping short of arguing its posi

tion as the und erlyin g metaphor, Peter Macaulay correctly 

places the concept of atonement at the heart of the cycles 

(116) . Thi s metaphor, in concert with other rhetorical 

effects of the plays, produces the energia (the power by 

which one thing moves another to accomplish a result) among 

playwrights, players, and audience. The playwrights evoke 

the viewer toward reconciliation to attain everlasting life. 
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Through audience interaction as participation, the rhetor

ical stra tegies produce dialectic as the silent energia 

passes from play (signal) through player (encoder) to audi

ence (decoder), who in turn passes it back to the player 

(encoder). In other words, the rhetorical effects 

constructed by the playwrights are offered by the players t o 

the viewer, who internalizes the spiritual truth and recip

rocates to the players a special energia of his emotional, 

psychological res ponse. In furthering his revelation of the 

universal, cosmic truths layered in the texts, the playe r 

can use the energia which returns to him. This reciprocal 

dialectic streng thens the drama and renders these plays as 

timeless. 

Hence, after the critic uncovers the embedded rhetorical 

elements and explains how they affect the viewer , the player 

then adjus ts his interpretation of his role so that he can 

extend the essence of truth to the audience. 

Analysis of The Last Supper 

In The Last Supper, the prophetic play of the Passion 

group in whi ch Jesus synthesizes the narration of the Old 

Te stamen t Passover, of the New Testament Passover Feast, and 

of the prophecy of His own passing from earth to heaven, the 

expository aim surfaces in the historical and biblical 

facts. During this time, .Jesus discusses the doctrines of 
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the Old Testament with the disciples by transforming these 

doctrines into the law of the New Testament. Thus, the play 

clearly has an informative aim, readily apparent on the 

surface, as well as a persuasive aim submerged in its 

rhetorical strategies. While relating the facts, the char-

acter Jesus persuades the viewers to recall Old Testament 

stories as analogies by which they can understand the New 

Testament laws. Through the rhetorical use of analogy Jesus 

persuades. 

Various other rhetorical elements exist in the plays, 

yet none are ostentatious embellishment of the language; 

they merely intensify meaning. For example, .Jesus opens the 

drama with an eulogia, a blessing on the apostles for both 

day and night. Here the playwrights offer peace in ables-

sing, yet they add the symbolism of light and dark--analo

gous to the dichotomy of good and evil--to generate tension 

within that peace. After Mark refers to the past of the Old 

Testament in an anamnesis, Andrew immediately follows with 

an occupatio to cut short any extended digression. A brief 

foreshadowing precedes the prophecy by recalling the literal 

sacrificial lamb which adumbrates Christ as the sacrificial 

Lamb of God. These tropes and schemes never intrude or 

detract from the meaning; instead they produce an emotional, 

psychological effect. 

Even the orammar rhetorically generates a means of 
0 
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persuasion. For instance, many of Jesus's lines are impera-

tive sentences which are inherently persuasive. While Jesus 

instructs His disciples to follow Him, He also persuades the 

audience to do the same. Later He openly invites them: 

"Comes forthe with me" (42). Although they may have it from 

another source, the playwrights employ the Aristotelian 

concept of using rhetoric to clarify any subject for those 

"who cannot grasp many points in a single view, or follow a 

long chain of reasoning"(Cooper 11 ). The concepts of an 

unseen God, an unknown heaven, and an unknown hell are not 

only difficult to comprehend but also impossible to visu

alize until God is anthropomorphized, until heaven and hell 

are made visible. Thus, by depicting these theolo gical 

concepts through players, the playwrights can better 

convince their audience to believe. 

The meaning derived from this revelation depends greatly 

on the ethos of Jesus who physically appears in the center 

and in control of the action; He sits in the middle of the 

twelve and says, "Myself schall perte itt you betwene" (1. 

20). Interestingly, this line is found neither in the 

Gospels nor in the Mass. In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus 

actually tells James and John that He cannot choose who sits 

on His right or left. He tells Mary the same thing in the 

Gospel of Mark. So the authors probably derived this 

seating arrangement from symbolism and pictures used by the 
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Church to teach the laymen (Manning 12) since it is a known 

fact that pictures of the Last Supper have existed since the 

art of the Roman catacombs (John M. B. Edwards 1907). Thus, 

through the use of both tableau and oratory, the dramatists 

extend their own points of view beyond the biblical facts 

and intermingle the expressive aim with the informative aim 

for dramatic purpose; they place Jesus in the center, 

teaching, preaching, persuading. 

Furthermore, the playwrights echo the biblical language 

of Jesus, which is less sophisticated than the words of 

either the prophets or of Paul, and it is this lack of 

soph istication that makes the drama meaningful to its audi

en ce while allowing the embedded layers of meaning to 

surface. Jesus clearly tells Peter that if he (Peter) does 

not let Him (Jesus) wash his feet, "Thou getis no parte in 

blisse with me" (1. 52). Similarly pathos is produced when 

Peter enjoins Jesus to wash his head and hands, too. The 

playwrights generate pathos from the humbled Peter here. 

Effected by both the persuasive aim and the overt 

simplicity, this pathos propels the viewers toward recon

ciliation, and the special energia delivered from the stage 

to the audience is reflected again to the stage. The 

cyclical movement of this energia strengthens the claim that 

ties text, player, and audience together. 

Also the message of this play emerges from the symbolism 
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inherent in the rhetoric. The narrative evolves from the 

clean-killed lamb through the washing of the feet (clean 

body) , to the "Harte tham bus be clene and chaste" (1. 38). 

To transfer the meaning of the text from the word through 

the player to the audience, the dialogue about the lamb 

refers to the innocent baby, all goodness--the Christ Child, 

the Lamb of God; likewise the water becomes the cleansino 
0 

water, the water of baptism, the water of purity. The 

clean-killed lamb and the water are two of the most powerful 

Christian images used by the playwrights to lead the audi-

ence to accept Jesus's admonitions. In short, Jesus, the 

character, is persuading the people to become clean in soul, 

body, and heart. 

This is not to say that the play continually progresses 

symbolicall y. Instead, it proceeds literally with the 

symb ols intensifying the meaning. Whereas most people 

understand the symbolic meaning of water as purity and the 

lamb as the innocent baby, some may perceive an even deeper 

meaning in the theological undertones of these Christian 

symbols. A further examination of the water imagery yields 

a theological connection between the old law and the new 

law. The water, in the Jewish tabernacle, appeared in the 

laver which stood between the altar and the door . Jewish 

priests washed their hands and feet there before they 

ministered. This symbolic layered meaning doubly enhances 
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the meaning of the footwashing scene while it also relates 

th e water symbolism to the eucharistic ceremony. The lavers 

appeared in Solomon's temple for animal sacrifices, the 

blood sacrifices (Tenney 477). In this play, Jesus prophe

sies that He is to become the blood sacrifice to be cruci

fied as the lamb was in the Old Testament; and all men who 

accep t and believe can accept that they can symbolically be 

cleansed in the water of baptism. These images thereby 

strengthen the metaphor of atonement because it is through 

belief in the Christ Child and through the baptism of water 

that man begins to make reconciliation and to avail himself 

of atonement. 

Other images appear in dichotomies. For instance, the 

themes of life and death begin with Jesus's telling of the 

cele bration of the Passover when the Lord said that all the 

first- born of Egypt would die but that the first-born of 

Israel would live. Whereas the playwrights do not develop 

this allusion, still they imply that those who believe will 

l i ve with God; those who do not believe will die in hell. 

The life and death themes continue with the prophecy of 

Jesus's death, the substitutionary death which extends life 

to all who make reconciliation. 

In addition, the character of Peter presents a symbolic 

message. This character, instead of being humorous, 

represents true human nature. First, he tells Jesus not to 
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wash his feet (just as anyone in the audience would do); but 

when Jesus tells him that he (Peter) will not go to heaven 

unless he lets Him (Jesus) wash his feet, Peter says to wash 

his head and hands, too. Next, Peter informs Jesus that 

when He (Jesus) goes away, he (Peter) will follow; but when 

Jesus admonishes Peter by telling him that he will deny 

Christ three times before the cock crows, Peter answers that 

he had rather be put to endless pain than deny his Lord. 

These last lines remove any concept of humor from the part 

of Peter; consequently, he emphasizes his humanity, an aspect 

of man with which the audience can identify. If Peter can 

refuse Jesus's offer to wash his feet, if he can deny 

knowing Jesus three times, and if he can still become 

Christ's ambassador on earth, then the viewer can accept his 

own humanity, have faith, believe, and cleanse his soul. 

Again the embedded aim of persuasion is fulfilledG 

Because the play is titled The Last Supper, the viewer 

generally surmises that the eucharistic ceremony takes 

place. However, since approximately fifty-three (Beadle 231) 

to sixty-five (Woolf 234) lines are missing, no one can know 

for certain what transpires. Yet Roger Burton's description 

of the Bakers' play in the Ordo paginarum offers strong 

evidence that the missing lines contain the eucharistic 

rite: "Agnus paschali s, Cena Domini, xii apostoli, Jesus 

procinctus lintheo lauans pedes eorum: institucio corporis 
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Cris ti in noua lege, communnio apostolorum" (Smith xxiii). 

Burton's description translates as "The paschal lamb, dinner 

of God, twelve apostles, Jesus taking the towel washing 

their feet: institution of the body of Christ in the ne~ law 

[emphasis added], sharing with th~ apostles." Many critics 

such as Woolf (234) and Beadle (231) agree that the fifty

three or so lost lines contained the institution of the 

sacrame nt of the eucharist. At this time, Jesus delineates 

what the discipl es may expect when He is no longer with them 

physically. Instead, His body will become the consecrated 

bread and His bl ood will be the consecrated wine which will 

be shed for the "new and everlasting covenant" (Douai). The 

dramatists impress upon the viewer that man, as Chr is t's 

disciple, may receive daily the consecrated bread and wine, 

Ch rist's body and blood, for both physical and spiritual 

strength en ing. The playwrights imprint this theological 

concept upon the v ie we r as they remind him that Jesus is 

giving up His life, making atonement for man; man must, in 

return, die t o self - -give up his heart, a pure heart--in 

order to be one with Christ and share in that atonement. 

Before the critic can unlayer the multiple meanings of 

this sacrifice, he must connect the presentation of atone

ment i n this play wit h the theological implications of 

sacrificial offerings. In Mosaic code, the sacrifice was 

divided into two categories, animal and vegetable. Further-
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more, Tenney asserts that "[i]n all sacrifices it was neces

sary for the worshiper to present himself in a condition of 

ritual purity" (823). He points out that "[i]n animal 

sacrifice s he [man] then identified himself with his 

offering by laying his hand upon it and dedicating it to the 

purpose of atone ment through vicarious sacrifice ••• " and 

that "[w]hen worshipers partook of a sacrifice in the form 

of a meal, the idea of communion with God was enhanced" 

(823-24). Vestiges of Old Testament sacrifices remain in 

the new law. When man presents himself in a state of purity 

and in communion with God, he is enhanced by a meal (now in 

an abbreviated form of the host and wine). The difference 

emerges during the time of the Old Testament. The priest, 

by offering the animal or vegetable sacrifice, made atone

ment for the peopl~. Under the new law, Christ through His 

death extends atonement to man and offers reconciliaiton 

perpetually. When man understands the law of the Old Testa

ment, he can begin to understand the new law. In this play, 

Jesus ties the Old Testament sacrifices to the new law: the 

Lamb of God as the pure sacrifice, both animal and vege

table, the blood and the bread, which man vicariously offers 

when he takes part in the sacrificial meal, his communion 

with God. Thus, the playwrights explicate the doctrines of 

faith that help man to be reconciled with God. 

In addition, rhetorical repetition of sounds, words, and 
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phrases enhances the persuasive aim as they contribute to 

the solemnity of the play. Certain mellifluous sounds are 

associated with Jesus and the loyal disciples while Judas 

more often speaks cacophonous sounds in his lines. For 

example, Jesus's and the disciples' lines contain an unusual 

number of conti nuants which cause the spoken lines to glide 

as they reinforce the universal principles of Christianity. 

Out of 187 lines, only six end with voiced or unvoiced 

stops, while thirty-eigh t end in stops followed by the vowel 

/a/. The maj ority of the lines end in conti nu ants such as 

Ir/, /1/, or /n/ and underscore a constant sound pattern of 

smooth mellifluous sounds. Judas's lines differ greatly 

from the rest. In his speech, four lines end i n the voiced 

stop /g/ causing a choppy harsh sound; five lines contain 

words that begin with consonant sounds but end with vowel 

sounds such as newe, brewe, .P .. ~.E-~-~~' rewe, and Jewe. While 

the harsh staccato speech of Judas causes a tenseness in the 

audience, Jesus's mellifluous utterances offer a calming 

effect. Thus through sound the audience is persuaded to 

reject the bad and accept the good. These playwrights suit 

their sound to their sense. 

Words or word meanings are also repeated. To intensify 

Jesus's as sertion, "My wordis schall noght be wroght in 

waste" (1. 44), the playwrights emphasize that the viewer is 

t o belie v e in His words. By interspersing the play with 

II 
I 

I 
~I 
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nouns such as sawe and wordis as well as forms of the verbs 

~ and speak, the dramatists intensify the importance of 

the word. For example, Jesus thanks Andrew for his words 

describin g the Passover feast, "I thanke 3ou sothtly of 

youre sawe" (1. 17). One hundred lines later He admonishes 

the disciples to "Sese to ther sawes that I schall say " (1. 

11 7). Earlier He asserts that "As I you saie so schall it 

be" (1. 14); and He reaffirms that "My fadir saide it schall 

be soo" (1. 182). The playwrights project the authority 

inherent in Jesus 's words. 

Besides the repetition of key words in technique , prin

cipal words of content are also duplicated. Words such as 

lamb and Passover are constantly repeated in the first 

thirty-fi v e lines; clean, wash, and heart occur after that . 

Hence, through repetition of certain words alone, the 

writers persua de the hearer to become clean and pure like 

Jesus the sacrific ial lamb. 

The playwrights produce true persuasion, though, from 

the et ho s of the main character, Jesus. In the beginning, 

they show Jesus's use of dialectic as the disciples ask Him 

questions and He answers them. This representation of the 

dialectic teaches and persuades the audience. The didacti-

cism becomes apparent when the number of lines spoken by 

Jesus , 133, is com pared to only fifty-two spoken by all the 

other characters combined. At one point, He delivers 
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twent y- four l i nes at a stretch, and at another, thirty-six. 

Ul ti ma t el y th e a ud i ence is being preached to, and th i s 

p re a ching ce rt ai nly denotes persuasion. The playwrights 

hav e selected par tic ul a r strategies for Jesus to convey the 

me ssage of at o n ement . To alleviate the pejorative asso ci a 

t i o n of a sermo n, His words are delivered in a s i mp le, 

st ra ightfo r war d ma nner. His monologue is interrupted by 

s hor t affirmatio ns or questions that produce the e ffe ct of 

d ial ogue for th e aud i ence. In these ways, the playwrig h ts 

port r ay Jes u s th r ough the player, teaching, preaching, and 

pe r suadi ng wi thou t an oppressive undertone of i ns t ruc t ion . 

J ust a s t he aims ov e rlap, so do the modes . The play 

wr i ghts pri mari ly use na rr a tive and classification modes. 

Within a stor ytelling frame, they chronologically ex t end the 

story li n e f rom the days of the Old Testament through 

prophecies . Wh i le t he narrat i ve mode enumerates time , the 

cl a ssificati o n mode defines. Jesus redefines the Law of 

Moses, the c l ea n-ki ll of the lamb , into the law of the New 

Testam e nt, a clea n h ea r t. When washing the d i sc i ples' feet, 

He exe mplifi e s hum i lity through action. He encourages me e k-

ness when He tells the apostles to let the lit tle child be 

an example f or t hem. Furthermore, through the explanation 

of trans u bs t antiat ion, Jesus defines for His discipl e s how 

they will recei v e Hi s strength when He i s no longer wit h 

them as man. Th u s the playwrights establish credib i lity, 
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but instead of strengthening the informative aim through its 

factual in tention, they intensify the aim of persuasion by 

revealing the connections between Jesus, God, and heaven. 

The lines of Judas, though, differ in mode from the 

others. His speech intrudes into the structure of the 

classification mode because it narrates what Judas is going 

to do . (A suggestion of dramatic irony exists from Judas's 

speech being twel ve lines i n relation to his being one of 

the twelve apostl es.) His speech lacks the feeling of 

veracity, especia lly when Judas says that Christ will regret 

His words. Jesus immediately admonishes the apostles to 

answer by saying, "Sese to ther sawes that I schall say" (1. 

11 7). In short, through juxtaposition of modes--in both 

cont ent and technique, rhetorical antithesis of good and 

evil--the playwrights increase the dramatic intensity 

affe cting t he audience. After Judas's lines, Jesus 

desc ri bes heaven by defining the stations of heaven , a 

concept widely accepted during the Middle Ages . Jesus's 

last six lines become a recapitulation of the prophecy wh ile 

they reinforce the metaphor of atonement: 

My fadir saide it schall be soo, 

His bidding will I no3t forbere. 

Loke 3e lere forthe this lawe 

Als 3e haue herde of me , 

Alle that wele will itt knawe 
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Ay blessid schall thei be. (11. 182-87) 

The rhetori cal analysis of this play demonstrates that 

the me d ieva l pl aywrights were master craftsmen who merged 

many rhetori cal strategies to inform their audiences about 

God and His wo r ks , to entertain their audiences with charac

ters of good a nd evil, but primarily to persuade their 

audiences t o bel i ev e in atonement--to become reconciled. 

They have synt hesize d the simple pleonast i c language o f t h e 

people wi t h ele vated rhetorical strategies akin to those i n 

the Bible to p ro du c e plays of elevated simplicity to both 

capture and hol d the at t ention not only of medieval aud i 

ences but also o f twent i eth-century audiences. When c r i t i cs 

have unlayere d these strategies, players can incorporate 

them into pe rform a nces and effectively deliver the text f r om 

the stage to t h e a u d i ence and set in motion the forces that 

initiate dia l e cti c between audience and playe r. 

An a l ysis of The Crucifixion 

In t he p lay The Crucifixion, the playwrights project 

entirel y d if ferent feelings from those generat e d in The Las t 

Supper . In t h is play, instead of being calmed by the 

strength of J esus, the viewer is agitated by the callousness 

of the s o l d ie rs who deliver the entirety of the lines with 

the excepti on of t hose treating the intrusion of Jesus into 

their fallen world. Part of this impact upon the audience 
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emanates from the physical make-up of the scene. Whereas in 

The Last Supper, the dramatists portrayed Jesus as being 

physically strong and in control of the action, now, during 

The Crucifixion, even though they keep Jesus in the center 

of the action, they no longer present Him in control physi

cally. Rather, they subtly elevate the spiritual control of 

Jesus through the rhetorical use of ethos, pathos, point of 

view, and irony. 

The atmosphere of this play immediately transmits 

tension. From the beginning, the playwrights have admon

ished the audience to adore and revere Jesus in the same way 

that the disciples loved and honored Him. As an audience 

identifies with a character who portrays positive values and 

accepts those values as evidence of ethical persuasion, so 

does an audience reject a character who portrays negative 

values and shunts the character and his argument aside. In 

contrast, the viewer watches the Roman soldiers not only 

treat Jesus unjustly but also inflict excessive pain upon 

Him. The negative ethos of the uncaring, unloving soldiers 

elicits antipathy, while the ethos of Jesus, through His 

humility and suffering, evokes tender, caring pathos. Thus 

the playwrights' rhetorical acumen generates tension through 

the use of ethos and pathos. 

That the playwrights choose to tell the story from the 

soldiers' point of view (the expressive aim) becomes a 
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notable rh e tor ical strategy. Instead of expounding upon the 

cruelty to J e sus or His death, the dramatists focus a tten

tion upon the uncouth nature of the soldiers who perpetrate 

the horrendo u s a ct. Yet, the viewers seldom rem ove the ir 

eyes from the al mo s t silent, suffering, and dying J e sus 

while they are in formed about the actions taking place by 

the crude, mu n da n e soldiers. By rhetorically entwining th e 

theological threa d of J esus's dying the subst i tuti o nar y 

death of atone ment f or all me n throughout the play , the 

playwrights imply that what Jesus does physically , the 

viewer must do spir i t ually. 

But what is t h e benefit of this rhetorical po i nt of v iew? 

Paul Strohm pr oposes a theory regarding the Che s ter Passio n 

that applies a s well to the York Crucifixion only the 

Chester "Je wes " a nd York "soldiers." He explains that t he 

tension ge nera t e d between "the point of v i ew of the aud i ence 

and what i s happ en i n g on stage" results from "a ca r efully 

controlle d alte r na t i on of discomfort and comfo r t, tension 

and relief " (107) . Since the viewer remembers that he is 

s u pposed t o lo ve and revere Jesus , he undoubtedly becomes 

u ncomfor t a ble wh en he sees the soldiers act i ng i n opposi t ion 

to this b e li e f. Con s eq uently, when the soldiers consis

t ently d en y Jes us's deity and call Him a traito r, a scoun

drel, an d a foo l ; when they cruelly jerk and pull on Him to 

secure Him t o th e cr oss; and when they mock and taunt Him by 
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asking Hirn what He thinks of their work of nailing Him to 

the cross, they repudiate the viewer's deeply felt beliefs 

by producing "a constant source of tension in the experience 

of the plays" (Strohm 108). 

Yet tension does not result from the "audience's unwil

lingness to view the suffering and death of its Savior" 

(108). Instead, the audience perceives the Passion as a 

part of the scheme of Christian salvation, necessary beyond 

question (108). Furthermore, the "gap between the points of 

view of the audience, which sees spiritual significance in 

all the even t s of the pass i on and the Jews who see only 

material for ridicule in the audience's most cherished 

bel iefs " becomes "the source of the audience's discomfort" 

(109). Indeed, Strohm's interpretation applies to the York 

plays as well as to the Chester plays. Even though the 

soldiers (or Jews) continue to deny that Jesus is the 

Messi a h, they never change the viewers' way of thinking 

(11 2 ). Actually the playwrights do not try to persuade the 

audience to think as the soldiers do; they use the soldiers 

rhetorically to create irony that leads the audience to the 

that Jesus must die for man's atonement, the theological 

undertone so germane to the meaning. The silent Jesus dying 

on the cro ss becomes a savior to the people who realize why 

He is dying . Strohm concludes that the supreme irony exists 

in the technique of the playwrights "who expose the short-
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sightedness of the Jews [soldiers] to the members of the 

Christian audience" (114). Therefore the audience is never 

expect ed to yield to the mockery, but to supply its own 

competing view, "in which Christ is not only human but 

divine and in which His sufferings have meaning because they 

are the price of the redemption of mankind" (120). What is 

realized in the final analysis is the justification of 

accepting ato nement. 

Consequent ly Strohm's interpretation mitigates the often 

posited concept of this play as comedy. Instead of being 

comic, the play is tragic--tragic in that despite the close

ness of the soldiers to Jesus, they do not recognize Him. 

They can se e and tou c h Him and do not realize Who He is. 

Hence the soldiers not only represent evil but also serve a 

double purpose by portraying human nature, as Peter does in 

The Last Supper. Representing human nature without grace, 

they do physically to Jesus what men of the flesh do to Him 

symbolically by sinning. This point, no doubt, was even 

more poignant to the people of the Middle Ages who felt so 

strongly that man's every sin severely wounded Jesus, that 

even a mild oath opened the wounds of the crucified Christ. 

Jesus acknowledges this human nature in the soldiers and 

asks God to forgive them for causing Him pain, reminding the 

viewer that God forgives all sins if one truly repents. 

Thus the York playwrights have rhetorically structured a 
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moving yet didactic moment in the play; they have made this 

cruel act of nailing Jesus to the cross bearable to the 

audience through the soldiers' perspective (the expressive 

aim), through words, and through irony. Hence the audience 

can, on the one hand, relate to the soldiers and their human 

nature, while on the other hand it hates their evil deeds. 

Through it all, the audience recognizes that Christ is 

divine, that He was sent to make atonement for man's sins, 

and that He can and will forgive those who do evil if they 

will hut make reconciliation. Therefore, through this 

point of view, the expressive aim, the audience is persuaded 

to seek the truth and become one with Jesus in order to 

share in atone ment. 

Because this play is presented from the soldiers' point 

of view, the playwrights do not emphasize the expository 

aim. The play entertains (the literary aim) the audience, 

but entertainm ent is not the primary aim. The dominating 

aim, which is persuasion, lies embedded in the rhetorical 

strategies--in the point of view, irony, ethos, and pathos. 

An examination of this play unlayers the mode of narra

tion, which i ntensifies the embedded aim of persuasion. The 

primary mode of narration results from dialogue not only 

among the soldiers but also between Jesus and the Father. 

While the soldiers talk to each other (and make a pretense 

of talking to Jesus), they narrate what they are doing and 
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what they ar e th i nking and what they are feeling. J. W. 

Robins on stresses the psychological impact when he contends 

that t h e "Yo r k Realist's emphasis on processes of behavior 

is parall e ll ed by his emphasis on mental processes" (249). 

(Althou gh t h i s play is not ordinarily attributed to the York 

Realis t , i t has ma ny characteristics of that author's tech

nique.) As th e soldiers unfold the dramatic steps of 

nailing Jes u s to the cross, they permit the viewer an 

insight in t o the ir thoughts and feelings. They arouse 

discomfort in th e a udience through their cruel behavior and 

their acid t ong ue s , both of which stem from the i r uncouth 

minds because they lack grace. Whereas on the one hand the 

viewer is pers uaded to dislike evil which the soldiers 

exhibit t h ro ugh both their actions and their words, on the 

other h a nd , h e i s persuaded that these soldiers are human 

j ust as h e i s and can possibly avail themselves of Jesus's 

sacrifi c ial a tonement. 

As this na r r ative mode strengthens the persuasive aim, 

iron y de v e lops a s a strong rhetorical device which is 

percei v e d not only in the characters and in the situations 

but a lso i n th e st ructure and sound of the drama. 

To b egin with, the words spoken by the third soldier to 

Jesus s ho u ld be words spoken by Jesus: "Thou schulde have 

my nde , wi t h mayne and moode, / Of wikked werkes that thou 

has t e wro ught " (11. 65-66). Here the excessive allitera-
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the text all accent uat e the anxiety of the soldiers and 

sharpen the dramatic irony within the situation8 
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Another way the dramatists attract attention exis ts in 

the overall lan guage patterns. In contrast to the rather 

long speeches of The Last Supper, The Crucifixion depends o n 

short, rapid dialogue, almost a pattern of sti chomythi a. 

The staccato lines of the soldiers filled with alliteration 

contrast with the sol emn, contemplative lines of Jesus and 

inject an urgent atmosp here. The hurried technique adds a 

sense of urgency to the entire play as it strengthens the 

irony because the viewer is being rushed through an action 

he needs to conte mplate. When the viewer is no t allowed 

time for profoun d thought concerning the actual murder 

taking place before his eyes, he reacts to the rhetorical 

persuasion by co nt em plati ng the one continual concept that 

Jesus is predestined to die for man 's sins, the overall 

metaphor of atonement . Throughout the play, while the drama

tists have enhanced Jesus's ethos by projecting a humble, 

calm, and serene character, they have degraded the ethos of 

the soldiers by portraying crude, selfish, uncaring men. In 

the final analysis, the soldiers appear too pathetic to be 

comic. 

Since Jesus and the Father speak for only two s tanzas, 

most of the dailogue takes place among the four mundane 
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soldiers, who simply see themselves as merely doing a job. 

To them, Jesus is only a man whom they treat as an animal. 

Most of the time the soldiers talk about Hirn as if He were 

inanimate, not to Him as they would to a person. Conse

quentl y, the epithets employed by the first soldier set the 

mocking tone, the dramatic irony, for the entire play. 

Whereas he addresses the other soldiers as "Sir Knightis," 

he talks about Jesus as this "doate [fool]". When he refers 

to the "lordis and leders of ower law," he not only uses 

antithetical epithets but also discredits the validity of 

the law. Although the soldiers know nothing about the new 

law of love, they specify and defend the letter of the laws 

of the flesh. Here the irony crescendoes by recalling the 

biblical message specifying that "the le t ter kills, but the 

spirit gives life" (2 Chron. 3:6). Since the soldiers see 

the nailing of Jesus to the cross only as a job which must 

be done and done well according to the law to please their 

superiors if they "schall any worshippe wynne" (1. 14), they 

commit an act without considering the possible consequences. 

Ironically, the soldiers seek worship from man when they 

should be worshipping Go d. Through irony, the playwrights 

strengthen the ethos of the characters; they elicit love for 

the humility and patience of Jesus while extracting 

animosity toward the horrendous act performed by the 

soldiers. 
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In addition, specific words intensify irony by causing 

what Strohm refers to as comfort and discomfort. The audi

e nce, discomforted by the soldiers' calling Jesus "this 

tra itoure strange" (1. 32), "cursed knave" (1. 45), 

"w arlowe" (scoundrel) (1. 63), "boy" (knave) (1. 95), 

"harlotte" (rascal) (1. 160), and "ladde" (low-born pe r son) 

(1. 249), feel the same discomfort when the soldiers address 

each o th er a s "sir knightis" (11. l, 61, and 97) or "si r " 

(l.. 249). The antithetical epithets intensify the e thos of 

all the cha r acter s because all appear as opposites of th e 

nam es by wh i ch the soldiers call them. 

Spec i fic words and phrases suggest a hurried tone b y 

t heir connotations. The first soldier begins by telling the 

o thers not to draw out the time of this deed; the fourth 

s oldier ends this same stanza: "And go we tyte thertille" 

( 1. 48). The abundance of monosyllabic words coupled with 

r epetitive stops, both voiced and unvoiced, introduces 

c hoppy sounds that accentuate the clipped, agitated feeling 

presented by the soldiers. When Jesus interrupts this 

urgent rhythm in stanza five, He infuses His lines with 

continuants in poly- and bi-syllabic words, lengthening the 

lines and slowing the action. As He delivers these resonant 

l ines in rhythm that contrasts with those of the soldiers, 

J esus in a calm, gentle manner invokes Almighty God to 

consider all mankind "that ther soules be saffe" (1. 57). 
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In His slower, deliberate speech alliteration is less 

pronounced, the feeling of anxiety diminishes, and the tone 

becomes more solemn and serene. 

As soon as Jesus's invocation to the Father ends, though, 

the brisk pace returns with increasing alliteration and even 

stronger language than before: 

Thoo sawes schall rewe hym sore 

For all his sau n teryng sone. 

Ille spede thame that hym spare 

Tille he to dede be done. (11. 69-72) 

Now the soldiers tell Jesus to lie down quickly on t he 

tree (cross). The fast pace continues until Jesus is 

stretched, tied, and nailed on the cross, nailed through 

"bones and seno us." Also, "A roope schall rugge [violent ly 

pull] hym doune / Yf all his synnous go asoundre" ( 11. 131-

32). The Yo rk playwrights instill pathos in their audience. 

Although this pla y probably recalled various church-related 

prayers for the medieval audience, such as the prayers of 

Saint Bridge t which center on the enlarged wounds, the pain 

on pain, the crue l stretching of the body on the cross, and 

the dislocation of the bones, it still disposes the 

twentieth-century viewer to feel the pain that this man 

suffers. 

In particular, the dramatists focus on the idea of pain 

throughout, sometimes in a euphemism such as "Thy comforte 
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sone schall kele [relieve]" (1. 46), and sometimes overtly 

as when the first soldier says, "For certes that payne 

schall have no pere" (1. 222). The third soldier speaks of 

Jesus's writhing in agony (1. 248), and Jesus Himself refers 

to His own pain when He invokes the Father to "Forgiffis 

thes men that doe me pyne" (1. 260). 

Even the concept of pain pervades the dramatic irony, 

reaching a climax when the four soldiers, carrying the cross 

and raising it on the hill, complain about their physical 

discomfort. The first soldier says, "My schuldir i.s in 

sound re." Next the third soldier speaks of the cross as 

breaking his back, while the second soldier says, "And 

sertes I am nere schente [exhausted] so lange have I borne 

vnder" (11. 191-92). These lines parody the familiar 

description of Christ's bearing the cross up the hill to 

Calvary, especially emphasizing the times when He fell or 

struggled under the heavy load of the cross. Through the 

evocation of pain, the dramatists affect the emotions of the 

audience because pain is something to which each viewer can 

relate; furthermore, only through pain and suffering can man 

humble himself, becoming (as Jesus said in The Last Supper) 

as a little child and availing himself of Christ's Atone-

ment. 

Further dramatic irony builds as the play progresses. 

The ultimate pain occurs when the soldiers carry Jesus on 
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the cross and l e t the cross drop into the mor t ise. At th is 

time the pain h a s no peer, but what emerges as most poign a nt 

is the soldier s' spiritual devastation that crescendoes 

through irony. The s oldier s have caused Jesus moment a r y 

pain on earth, but they stand to wr i the in the pa ins o f he ll 

forever. Th e p l a ywrights have provided the opportunity fo r 

the player to con ve y this message to the viewe r. 

While physicall y inflicting pain, the soldie rs al s o t a lk 

constantly about t he physical rais i ng of Jesus; nonethel e ss, 

Christ will overco me th is moment of torture and He will be 

raised from death i n b o th body and spirit in three d a ys . 

Then as the soldiers s t e a dy the cross with wedges a t the 

base, the f i rs t s o ldi e r a sks Jesus (with a mocking ep i thet), 

"Say, sir, h owe lik i s you nowe, / This worke that we have 

wroght " (11. 249-50) . Through a double entendre, he equ a tes 

the physical work to the horrendous act that they have 

committed. Th e f o u r th soldier mockingly co n tinues wi th "We 

pray e you s a is v s h o w e / 5e f e 1 e, or fay n t e , _3e ough t " ( 1 1. 

251-52). Iron y a lso lies in the word praye, especi a lly 

since th e next s t a nz a contains the second prayer of Jesus t o 

the Fat he r. In J e s us' invocation, the playwrights compound 

the pers u a s i ve ai m by having Jesus speak directly to t he 

audience : 

Al men that walkis by waye or strete, 

Ta k es t ente.5e schall no trauayle tyne . 



Beholde myn heede, myn handis, and my feete, 

And fully feele nowe, or 3e fyne, 

If any mournyng may be meete, 

Or myscheue medered vnto myne. ( 11. 252-58) 
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Until this last stanza, the aim of persuasion has been 

embedded, a p pealing subliminally through irony, sound, point 

of view, tone, and the rapid dialogue of the mode of narra

tion. Now persuasion surfa ces as the viewers are exhorted 

to love the good a nd a bhor the bad. The audience receives 

the ultimate message when Jesus in an invocation appeals to 

the Father to save the soul s of the soldiers, the wicked, 

who do Him pain. 

The playwrig ht s , however, are not content to end the play 

with Jesus's in vo ca tion. Instead, through amplification 

they further goad the a udience by allowing the soldiers to 

continue the mocking tone. First, Miles I makes fu n of 

Jesus's prayer: "We harke, he janglis like a jay" (1. 265). 

Next, the same so ld ie r, continuing the irony, states that 

the bold words, the force, and the might of Jesus are now 

. d f · P · 1 t "d d " tie ast Just as i a e eme. Jesus's words, might, and 

life will never be tied down. He, the Word (as Joh n says), 

will arise in three days and reign with God forever . And 

last, when the soldiers cast lots (gamble) for Jesus's 

garments, the aud ience realizes that these soldiers are 

gambling with their souls. 
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The Yo rk playwr i ghts have written a masterfu l dra mat i c 

work artisti c al ly combining both content and techn i que to 

portray an act wh ich i s d-Lfficult a t bes t f or man t o u nde r 

stand, much le ss t o believe. Although they may not ha v e 

consul t ed the wo rks of Aristotle, they have app lie d Ar i s to

telian rhetori c t o "discover the available means o f p e rsua

sion in a given ca se" (Cooper 6). They have used a 

realistic dialog ue which acts as a fi l ler to slow th e a ct io n 

so that the au d i ence can perceive what is happening ra the r 

as if it were sh o wn in slow motion, ye t they h a v e c r eat ed 

tension by p r o j ec t i n g the urgent atmosphere. 

The dra matis ts have used perspect i ve--point of view-- t o 

remove the a ction one step from the viewers. They have 

subtly pers ua ded the audience to relate to the human na t u re 

of the soldiers y e t to abho r the deed that these men h a ve 

done. 

Th e jux t a posit i on of character s further a d ds to th ei r 

ethos. Th e pati ent, gentle, unselfish Jesus is ju x taposed 

against t h e i mpat i ent, rough, selfish soldier s who t hi nk 

only of the ear thly r e ward they may receive for do in g a 

good, qu ick j ob . While Jesus manifests the eter na l re ward , 

t he s o ldiers t r agically have no idea of a heavenly reward 

and onl y se ek earthly praise. On the one han d, the d rama-

tists poi n t to the suffering and forebearance of J esus as a 

model by wh ic h ma n is to live, and if man lives by this 
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other hand, the playwrights warn the viewer not to be like 

the uncouth, barbaric soldiers. 
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The playwrights have projected excellent examples of how 

to live and how not to live. Jesus, through His actions, 

has exemplified how to be gentle, humble, kind, and 

forgiving. The calloused and insensible soldiers, on the 

other hand, have exemplified how not to act. Tn addition, 

the gentle, humble Jesus prays to the Father to forgive the 

soldiers; He does not even mock them. Tt is as if the 

playwrights were influenced by The Magnificant Prayers of 

Saint Bridget of Sweden, a book known to be very popular 

during the Middle Ages. In her second prayer, she speaks of 

the torments and insults endured by Jesus (10). In the 

third prayer, she refers to the bitter pain He suffered when 

the Jews nailed His sacred hands (11). Saint Bridget further 

describes "the added pain on pain, with indescribable 

cruelty" as they stretched His body on the cross and dislo

cated His bones "by pulling them on all sides" (11). She 

prays that she may be reconciled with Jesus and share in the 

atonement He so painfully achieved for man. This prayer 

summarizes the theological underscoring of the play, how man 

can avail himself of atonement. 

At the end of this play, the playwrights have allowed 

death (or evil) to win on the surface (stage), but they have 
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persuaded the viewer that goodness can and will prevail if 

he but reconciles himself with God. 

Through the rhetorical strategies of ethos , pathos, 

point of view, and irony, the playwrights have constructed a 

play to persuade the audience toward availing themselves of 

atonement. By allowi ng the soldiers to present the story of 

their nailing Jes u s to the cross through the dialogue, t he 

playwrights place the a udience in the position of bystanders 

removed one step from the action. This use of the expres

sive aim enables the viewer to accept this otherwise unbear-

able act. Yet, the presentation of Jesus's cal m and gentl e 

composure persuades the a udience that His death is a pa r t of 

the plan of salvation. 

Analysis of The Death of Christ 

Although The Death .Q_f Christ mainly continues the action 

of The Crucifixion, it differs in its method of delivery by 

incorporating numerous characters, both evil and good, who 

present several versions of the Crucifixion. Accordingly, 

these characters can be rated on a sliding scale: Jesus is 

best because He is God and is perfect, while Mary comes next 

because she is the mother of Jesus. Joseph and Nicodemus 

rank third because they possess true Christian faith. 

Miscellan eous minor characters complete the chain between 

Jesus and Pilate--the lowest because he is most evil. In 
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other words, Jesus exemplifies best how to live and Pilate, 

ho w not t o l iv e . The ethos of each character persu a des from 

the be gi n ni ng of the play. 

Fi r s t , th e ethos of Jesus, who remains in the center of 

the drama a n d c o n tro l s the action a s the r esult of ea c h 

charac t er ' s eit her t alking to Him or about Him, is consi d 

ered. Alt h ou gh He is the v i ctim dying on the cr oss, He 

physically t ow e r s a bove all mankind, the pompous P i l ate a s 

well as the humble Marys . To the modern audience thi s sc e ne 

may ap pear surr ea li stic , perhaps akin to Salvador Dali's 

painting The Sac r am e nt .2J.. the Last Supper , in which the 

headless torso of Jesus stretches above the incarnat e d Jesus 

and the twel v e d is ciples. Sinc e the dramatic medium cannot 

portray t he s pir i t and the body separately, the playwright s 

exhi b it th e t wo combined and raised above the people . The 

ethos of th e dying Jesus pervades the playing area both 

physica lly a nd s piritually. 

Al t hough the viewer dislikes the thought o f t he dying, 

physical bo d y h a n g ing on the c ross before him , it is 

instr uc t i v e to remember that the primary business of the 

b u t c hers, who p ut on this play, was the killing and exposing 

of t he flesh (Justice 54). Perhaps the audience is t o 

remem ber t h a t "[t]he conceptual justification is the need to 

demonstra t e that the death of Christ was a r eal, human 

death" and t hat "[t]he pageant of the Butchers emphasizes 



57 

that Jesus' s death was the same death died by all" (54). 

The scene reminds the audience that he must die in the flesh 

so that man may live in the spirit. 

Whereas the gentle, caring, and humble nature of Jesus 

distingu ishes His ethos, still the hard, cold reality of 

dea th appears in the tableau and establishes a vertical 

movement, a subliminal reminder that Jesus will be raised 

from the dead and that man will ascend into heaven after 

death . Altho ug h the twentieth-century audience considers it 

only a medieval belief that heaven is above the earth, and 

hell is beneath, still many viewers tend when watching the 

plays to think i n these same terms. Thus the physical 

structure of t he scene insures that the v iewer understands 

that the movement of life is vertical as well as linear. 

While the dramatists have constructed a scene filled 

with vastly different characters, they also have added to it 

rhetoricall y effective words that project the meaning for 

the audience. When Pilate speaks, the viewer can see from 

both Pilate's acti ons and his words how truly evil he is. 

On the other han d, the audience experiences the serenity of 

Jesus from His words, the sorrow of Mary from her lines, and 

the true Christian spirit of Joseph and Nicodemus from their 

dialog ue as they gently prepare the body of Jesus for 

buria l. Ironically, Joseph echoes Pilate's sophistic 

rhetoric when he secures permission from Pilate to take 
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Jesus's body down for annointing and burial. He claims that 

this action will preserve the law of the Sabbath. 

Furthermore, in this play as in The Crucifixion, point 

of view (the expressive aim) conveys meaning. Unlike the 

unitary point of view of the previous play, shifting 

perspectives inform in The Death .2_f Christ. Although every 

character sees the same thing, each expresses his own under

standi ng of what he sees and how it will affect him. While 

the Marys and John see Jesus's death as a great loss in 

their lives, Joseph and Nicodemus recall that they could 

find no "falsnesse" in him. Pilate and the high priests try 

to justify their sentencing Him to death by saying that He 

was a traitor and that they only followed the law. 

Throughout the first nine stanzas, the terms law, king, and 

treason are used continually by Pilate, Annas, and Caiphas; 

these references establish the underlying irony of the play. 

The earthly ru ler s condemn the spiritual ruler to death to 

save t heir ma n-made laws; on the other hand, through His 

death the heavenly ruler establishes the new law, life for 

all who believe and repent. The playwrights have included 

the underlying theological thread of atonement and implied 

t hat if man lives by the heavenly law, he will not need the 

man-made laws. Thus theologically for the non-believers the 

old law is preser ved literally; for the Christian believers, 

the new law dawns spiritually. 
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The De ath o f Christ also contains some of t he mo st 

pompous boastin g (a n expression of pride) co n t rasted t o some 

of the meekest h umility to be found in any o f t he p lays. 

Pil ate ignites th is bomphiologia by raving th a t he is " Si r 

Pil ate , a princ e wi thow t en pere" (1. 5). He re as Pilat e t h e 

so phist succumbs t o hubris, he dubs himself a k nig h t , ca l l s 

hi mself a princ e ( a ntonomasia), and states that he h as n o 

equa l ( i roni c hy per bol e ). While saying that hi s name i s 

"f ully neuenl y to ne u e n" (1. 6), Pilate employs th e rhet o r 

ic al repetition o f polyptoton. When all these s cheme s and 

t r o pes are c o mb i n e d wi th an overabundance of allit e rati on, 

t h e audien c e q u ic kly per c eives Pilate's evil na tu re th ro u g h 

a n excessive r het o r ical build-up. Pilate's continual use of 

l i ke endings ( h omoeuteleuton), such as oppressioun, trans-

gressi o u n , and di s cressioun in the first s tanza, c r e a t e s a 

doggerel effect i n the t enth, eleventh, and twelfth l i nes of 

e a ch stanza. As P i late ' s words press dramatic irony beyond 

a reaso nable limi t, they beco me farcical. 

Ins t e ad o f being a n unhappy tyrant in this play , Pil a te 

devol v es into a laughable buffoon. A comic undertone 

persists throu g h th e rhetorical technique which accords 

Pilate th e f a r ci c al stance. H. W. Wells explains that 

"[t ]h e rh eto r ic al manner, being highly arti f icial and 

verging upon mannerism, is r eadily grasped in its artistic 

princi p le s " (3 68) . He further adds that "[m]an·y fea t ures 
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enter into i ts complex organism, all included under the 

general head of literary extravagance" (386). Wells 

cont inues to describe this manner in that "[i]t signifies as 

a rule long lines, long stanzas, a profusion of unstressed 

syllable s, frequent alliteration, heavy stresses, a large 

vocabulary, a stock of poetical commonplaces, and mu c h repe

titio n: in short, a debauch of mouth-filling words" (368). 

Wells furth e r compare s the short orations of Jesus to 

the "long speeches [that ] betray the rudeness and wickedne ss 

of Pilate, •. • Annas, [and] Caiphus" (369). Wherea s the 

rhetorical e xcesses of Pilate, Annas, and Caiphus detr act 

from their ethica l acceptance, the simple but true words of 

Jesus and Mary ele v a te theirs. In this way the York drama

tists, through the eff ective use of ethos for each char

acte r, enco urage their aud ie nce to leave the bad and to seek 

the good. 

Solemnity is juxtaposed to farce as the gentle yet f irm 

didacticism of Jesus follows Pilate's bombast. Wh il e 

hanging on the cr oss, dying, Jesus utters the most powerful 

words of the Passion segment. For instance, after jolting 

the a ud ienc e with "On roode am I ragged and rent e" (1. 120), 

He warns man that He is shedding His blood for mankind, "For 

full bittir thi blisse mon I by" (1. 130). Jesus no longer 

admonishes the audience with delicate language; He exhorts 

man to mend his ways, to prepare himself for reconcilia-
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tion--his atonement which Christ wins for him on the cross-

the metaphor of the cycle. Contrast exists in the manner in 

which Jesus delivers these two stanzas: the first one 

contains the gentleness (with which Jesus tells His mother 

not to weep for Him because she can do nothing to chang e the 

Father 's will) and the second one resembles a se rmon (which 

begins "W ith bi_ttirful bale have I bought, I Thus man, all 

thi misse for to mende" [11. 183-84]). Jesus openly 

persuades the viewer at this point. 

Embedded persuasion also lies in the phonology of these 

stanzas . Where a s Jesus's gentle words to His mother and to 

John resound with continua nts such as /s/, /m/, and /n/, 

gently gliding a nd slowing the movement, His language of 

didacticism g r ad ual ly becomes monosyllabic and contains many 

voiced plosives suc h as /b/ and /d/ as well as the unvoiced 

plos ive /t/. As Jesus invokes God not to forsake Him, He 

resorts to the grat i ng fricative /f/ sound combined with the 

vo ice d /g/ and /d/ intermingled with the sibilant Isl and 

tense vowel Iii. Th i s combination renders a tense, frag

mented, choppy rhythm causing the audience to react by 

responding to the insistent sounds that link viewer and 

player to text. 

For Jesus's next stanz a, the playwrights do not concen-

trate any particular soun ds, but they do incorporate a 

pleasing mixture. When the flesh yields and the spirit 
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reigns, the audience no longer needs to be lulled by contin-

uants or jostled by stops. Hence, through both content and 

sound, Jesus has intensely preached to man, consoled His 

mother and John, invoked His Father not to forsake Him, and 

then commended Himself into His Father's hands. As the 

rhetorical strate gies of sound affect the emotions of the 

viewer, they draw him toward the good, pure truth. 

Besides using ethos, the York dramatists also enlist 

pathos. Wells points out that the York realist generates 

pathos through "the vague general effect [that] weighs more 

than the individual words" and that • . [s]uch writing 

addresses itself more to the emotions than to the intellect" 

(371). Whereas the critic readily perceives this emotional 

nudge, the player needs also to realize it and play the role 

so that it evokes the emotions of the viewer. Clifford 

Davidson sees the emotions stimulated by the realistic 

details of the Crucifixion although he does not see realism 

as an end in itself but as the desire "to make the audience 

feel what is being presented in the playing area" (276). 

Davidson further believes that the systematic and structural 

alliteration (both of which occur throughout most of the 

York pageants) helps sustain the rhetorical impact (372). 

All of the se rhetorical strategies combine to arouse pathos 

in the viewer so that he will want to repent of his sins and 

not be the cause of any more pain to Jesus. 



Not only the main characters of Jesus and Pilate but 

also minor chara cte rs play vital roles in this play. 
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Whereas Mary's lines artistically parallel Jesu s's lines, 

overall hers dep end heavily on the emotionally distressing 

word alas with which her first three out of six speeches 

begin. The sounds hear d in this word, /a/, /1/, and / s/, 

punctuate her lines a nd slow them as the lines of Jesus we re 

slowe d by flowing, elong ated sounds. When the actual death 

of her son nears, Mary' s words contain more stops. The 

ensuing rushed effect shows her anxiety. For example, she 

cries, "To he be paste / Wille I buske here baynly to bide" 

(11. 180-81). After Jesus surrenders His soul , Mary ' s words 

once more embody continuants only occasionally interrupted 

with the voiced /d/ and unvoiced /t/ stops as she speaks of 

her "dere sane" and her "darlyng so dere." Although the 

stops punctuate the words (and provide a rhythmic puls e to 

persuade the vie wer), the /r/ and /1/ sounds elongate the 

lines to occasion the feeling of "gentilesse." As Mary 

mourns, she su ffers in a dignified, yet gentle, way. 

Through the language, the York playwrights emphasize the 

gentleness of Mary and strengthen her ethos. 

Other charact ers exemplify salvation. While John and 

Mary Cleophas c ompl ement the characters of Jesus and Mary, 

they fail to estab lish fully developed characters (except to 

exhibit unalloyed goodness) because they both speak so few 
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line s . Also t he two thieves hanging on the crosses on 

ei t her side of J e s us illustrate both the theory an d the 

practice of salva tion . Whereas the thief on the left sti mu 

lates the dialect i c l eading to Jesus's plea for ma n' s 

repen t ance, the th i ef on the right becomes the e xam p le of 

this repentan ce when he bids, "Lo r d , have mynde of me/ Wha n 

thou art come to th i b l isse" (11. 207-08). Reconcilia t io n 

is called for and e xe mp l i f i ed. 

Number symboli s m furthe r c ontrasts t h e good and ev i l 

characters in The Dea t h of Christ. Whereas the non -

belie vers, the purv ey ers of evil, number o nly five, th e 

belie vers, the prop o ne nts of good, number ten, twic e a s 

many. It is tempting t o rea d signif i cance into the s e 

numbe r s, f o r "N umb e r s, like words ••• are signs that may 

have fig u rative as we l l as l i teral meaning" (Kendall 168) . 

Number symbolism was e xtremely i mportant in the Middle Ages 

when th e p lays were wr i tten. Perhaps the dramatists real-

ized t hat there were ten be l ie v e rs cons i sting of thre e 

con v er t s (the two th ieves a nd the Ce n tu r ion), plus th e se ven 

fai t h ful b eliev e r s, J e sus, Mary, Mary Cleophas, John, 

Lo n g in us, J os ep h of Arimathea, and Nicodemus . Augustine 

specula t ed o n th e sp iri tual significance of numbers in the 

Bible, no ti n g that fou r s i gnifies the "knowledge of things 

that mo v e i n tim e , b e ca u se both the day and the year are 

divided into four par ts- - the day into morning, noon , 
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evening, and night; the year into the four seasons" (Kendall 

168). These four, combined with the three representing the 

T r inity, make seven the "most potent of all symbolic 

numbers--signifying the union of three and four, the comple

t i on of a cycle, perfect order" (Guerin et al. 16 0) . The 

number ten, therefore, "is made up of three plus seven and 

thereby signifies a knowledg e of the Creator (3) and the 

creature (7) (Kendall 168). Kendall further reminds us th at 

Bede "took pains to interpret numbers in his commentaries on 

the Bible," finding three, seven, and nine to be the common 

un i ts of perfection (168). Ultimately the fact that the 

Christians number ten strengthens the s ig nific ance of the 

entire scene. 

Furthermore, in The Death of Christ tension results from 

the juxtaposition of various charac ter s re presentin g evil 

with the ones representing good. Neverthel ess, both the 

good and the evil characters present meaning which playe rs 

must project by the evil characters so that these characters 

represent true evil and are not to be imitated . Therefore, 

the playwrights develop the evil characters by constructing 

an ethos that repulses the viewer; they differentiate 

between the good and the bad characters and do not allow the 

bad ones to prevail. Instead the dramatists persuade the 

viewers to realize the goodness of God and to recog nize 

their need to be reconciled with Him. As in the preceding 



play, this persuasive aim is embedded, surfacing mainly in 

the rhetorical strategies. 
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The elemen t of good then triumphs over the element of 

evil at the moment of the conversion of the Centurion, which 

happens in full view of the audience. The Centurion's 

realization of Jesus as Savior helps the viewer to recognize 

that atoneme nt was and is available for all. Surely the 

viewer is touched by this moment of recognition. Then this 

audience, already moved, is consoled by the gentleness with 

which Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus lower the body of 

Jesus from the cross , anoint it with oil, and wrap it in the 

shroud. Even as Joseph and Nicodemus prepare the body for 

burial, they continue to speak directly to Jesus, empha

sizing that He liv es. Joseph ever so gently says, "To the, 

king, on knes here I knele" (1. 406). He exemplifies 

humility as Jesus has taught. Joseph then closes the play 

by reminding the audi ence of Jesus's substituti onar y death, 

the metaphor of a tonement: 

This lorde so goode 

That shedde his bloode 

He mende youre moode, 

And buske on this blis for to bide. (11. 413-16) 

In this final section, the sounds intensify the meaning. 

Although t he words of Joseph and Nicodemus contain many 

voiced and unvoiced stops such as those in the lines above, 



their lines respond with a lament that finds its color in 

the levelled vowel endings /Q/ and mournful elongated 

soun ds. Because the tone used for the burial of Jesus is 

relati vely smooth and slow, it sustains a pensive mood 

allowing the audience to think on the death of Christ. 
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Along with the persuasive aim, certain modes stand out . 

The evaluative mode dominates the early part of the play. 

Beca use only e v il characters resort to it, its use points to 

the ironic discre pancy between form and matter. For 

insta nce, after Pilate tells how he treats people who 

"behave unright, " Annas and Caiphas evaluate the actions of 

Jesus to va lidate their mandating His death sentence. That 

the good characters do not evaluate is an unstated reminder 

to the audie nce of Matthew 7: 1: "Judge not lest ye be 

judged." Whereas those characters representing evil use the 

evaluati ve mode, those representing good primarily use the 

desc riptiv e mode. After Jesus verbalizes His appearance on 

the cross, " On Roode am I ragged and rente" (1. 120), Mary 

sets forth her misery, "Alas that I schulde see this sight" 

(1. 135). When the Centurion recounts the phenomena of the 

weather, he describes not only the outward feelings of the 

good believer s but also the dark and tempestuous inner 

feelings (the souls) of the evil unbelievers. 

The descriptive mode predominates for the remainder of 

the play. Af t er Joseph of Arimathea receives permission to 
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remove the body of Jesus from the cross, he reminds the 

audience of the gentleness of Jesus and enumerates every act 

per formed while readying the body for burial. This descrip

tion sensitize s the audience to what is taking place by 

crea ting pathos. Finally, Joseph's last words reaffirm the 

goodness of God, Who shed His blood to "mende youre moode" 

(1. 415). The Death of Christ ends by persuading the viewer 

to become one with Christ through His Atonement. 

In this play, t he words evoke mental images that substi

tute for action and produce the reciprocal energia, which 

gains importa nce bec a use there is very little action. 

Exce pt for the last scene when Joseph and Nicodemu s tak e the 

body of Jesus from the cross, the entire play could be 

played with limited movement. The words provide the 

dramatic force . 

In this play, the playwrights have delivered the meaning 

by using the expressive aim allowing three different groups 

of characters to present their impressions of the 

Crucifixion. Pilate and the high priests reaffirm their 

decisio n to crucify Jesus through the evaluative mode. 

Jesus along with Mary, Mary Cleophus, and John reminds the 

audience that t he Crucifixion is a necessary part of the 

plan for man 's salvation. Through their dialogue, Joseph 

and Nicodemus recall the goodness and gentleness of J esus as 

they prepare the body for burial. The playwrights have 
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embedded the aim of persuasion in these rhetorical strate

gies until the end of the play, when they overtly emphas ize 

i t in Joseph of Arimathea's exhortation: "This lorde so 

goode / that sched de his bloode, / He mende youre moode, / 

And buske on this blis for to bide" (11. 413-16). 

Analysis of The Harrowing of Hell 

Through the first three of the five plays which center on 

atonement but for m a microcosm with the other themes of the 

York Cycle, the viewer has observed a humble and gentle Jesus 

living--teaching a nd exemplifying--the lesson He came into 

the world to deliver, t he lesson of pure love which culmi

nates in the ultimate sacrifice of His life to make atone-

ment for man's sin s. After the viewer hears about this 

sacrifice through prophecy, he sees Jesus's sacrifice ; now 

he sees a concrete e xample of why this sacrifice took 

place--to make ato nement, to save the souls of those who 

have earned salv a tion. 

In The Crucifixion and The Death of Christ, Jesus, 

without gr umb ling , moaning, or crying, endured trials and 

accepted adversit y before He died a horrible death. While 

sym bo lizing the gentle lamb of the Old Testament sacrifices , 

He has voluntaril y "emptied Himself of the divine trappings 

of omnipotence , omn is cience, and glory that He might be 

truly human •• • " (Tenney 84). Up to this point Jesus has 
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appeared simply as a man, mild and humble, but in The 

Harrowing -2..f Hell He becomes the warrior-king, who physi

cally leads and guides those who have merited s alvation out 

of Satan's den into eternal bliss. His physical acts 

parallel those spiritual acts of Jesus that lead t o truth. 

Christ's opening speech, a direct address, se ts the tone 

for The Harrowing -2..f Hell. 

"Jesus' opening ad dress • 

Thomas N. Grove points out that 

• provides the audience with a 

divine persp ective through which to view the entire drama" 

(117). Before Christ 's descent through the hellmouth into 

the fiery pit of hell, He admonishes the audience to 

remember the "pereles paynes" (1. 4) that He has suff ered 

for mankind (the Atonement) during the two previous plays. 

Now He prepar es to g o i nto hell not only "as a warr ior-king, 

stately, wise, and powerful in battle" (Tamburr), but also 

as king of the new l aw o f love. 

The principal rhe tor ica l strategy, the popular debate 

form that the playwrig hts incorporate, interprets why Christ 

is harrowing hell. Instead of presenting the debate between 

Satan and Hell, two forms of evil personified, as the source 

of this play the Gospel of Nicodemus does, 1 the playwrights 

remove any rhetorical barriers between the subject matter 

and the audience by placing Jesus face to face with Satan. 

Through this debate , the dramatists present Jesus and Satan 

in dialogue to explain the theological doctrine of the 



harrowing for the audience. Since Jesus has already shed 

His blood not only to defeat the devil but also to save 
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mankind, He does no t physically fight with Satan. Instead 

of being a sword-wield ing warrior like King David , Christ 

appears more like Plato's philosopher-king whose "final test 

of leadership lay in the ability to see the tr u th" (Runes 

234) because He alone c an know pure truth. Satan, in his 

darkness, is blind to any vestige of the truth. 

The conflict has been "transformed into a debate on the 

issues of Christ's identity and justice" (Tamburr 5367A) . 

Because Satan insist s "on the letter of the law" which "is a 

stance associated with the Old Law," he "fails to realize 

that, by deceiving him and harrowing Hell, Christ has insti

tuted the New Law of grace and has extended it to the gener 

ations who lived and died before His birth" (5367A) . 

Satan's obvious lack of knowledge about what is transpiring 

emphasizes his i nability to perceive justice. Peter 

Macaulay ties his lack of perception of justice to the 

"Abuse of Power" t heory2 which he argues emerges through 

Satan's hu bris. Because of pride, Satan "contrived the 

execution of the Messiah, who was completely free from all 

sin" (129). Whereas Satan does not understand that Jesus is 

both man and God, he c onvinces himself that he can defeat 

Jesus through death. Macaulay explains that "[t]he Devil is 

deceived by the Redeemer's cloak of humanity" (130). 
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Again in this play, as in the three previous ones, the 

aim of persuasion surfaces gradually from the rhetorical 

conventions. To begin with, Jesus reminds the audience of 

the necessary element of grace, " some signe schall I sende 

before / Of grace" (11. 19-20), suggesting the biblical 

words of Peter: "And all of you practice humility towards 

one another, for 'God resists the proud, but gives grace to 

the humble''' (1 Peter 5:5). These words tie this play to 

the humility prescribed by Jesus in The Last Supper. Next, 

He admonishes the audience to have complete faith in Him: 

"My frendis that in me faith affie s, / Nowe from ther fois I 

shall thame fende" (11. 29-30). Whereas both of these 

admonitions may be considered expository as they instruct, 

still they primarily persuade the viewers to accept these 

most important precepts of Christ ia nity. 

Nevertheless, the ai m of persuasion mainly lies em bed ded 

in rhetorical strategies. Irony, one of the prima ry rhetor

ical devices of persuasion, seeps through in the joyful 

triumph of life out of the shadowy depths of death. Grove 

reminds us that "It is beautiful irony that the sorrow of 

the crucifixion play, the central sorrow of the New 

Testament, begins to be turned to joy amidst the true source 

of sorrow, i.e., hell" (116). He discerns the play to be 

comedy "which results from the juxtaposition of human with 

divine understanding " (117) and from Christ's accomplishment 



73 

of th e "humanly imp ossible by creating joy at the literal 

bottom of the [Fortune' s] wheel" (116). Grove also 

perceives an as pect of rhet oric which he labels comedy; the 

stanzaic structure is "an ultimate source of decorum": 

The 12-line rhym e scheme contains an 8-line alter

nation be tween a and b, concluding with cdcd. The 

scheme could be int e rpr eted two ways. Jesus could 

be represented by a and Satan by b, with the 

prophets and Mic ha el as c and d. The 8-line 

alternation might t hen suggest the central con

frontation of the drama, with the brilliantly 

subtle prediction that the debate will en d before 

the play does and that the play will fina lly focus 

upon different elements than a and b's 

alternati on. Su ch prediction would be mos t 

decorus and certai nly comic. On the other hand , 

the scheme ma y pronounce the true eternal 

relationship bet ween the figures of the drama 

rather than a temporary progression within the 

drama of the harrowing. Thus, a would be Jesus, b 

the limbo-dwellers, c a nd d Satan and his cohorts. 

In this inte rpretation, the strength of a and b 

over c and d, which one could hear continuously 

through out the drama, would signify the final 

dominance and victory of good over evil--exactly 
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what the dra matic action signifies. (125) 

An extension of Grove's interpretation of the "stanzaic 

structure" is to see what he labels as comedy as r hetoric al 

depth, which describes the re sults of the pungent irony. The 

rescue of the souls fro m hell does not denote a comic 

stance; instead, the viewer r ealizes it when just ice 

pre vails through the grace of God. Grove's analysis accu

rately identifies the i mportance of the balanced st r uctu re 

in this passage; nonetheless, it is the rhetorical depth not 

come dy that enables the viewer to realize what has taken 

place. In The Harrowiil.8. .2_f Hell, technique and c onte nt 

complement each other to persuade the viewer to seek jo y and 

happiness which ultimat ely will be found in truth. 

Another rheto rical device used by the playwrights is 

double entend re. For example, in the lines which describe 

Satan's trickery of Ada m and Eve, "The fiende thame wann e 

[makes his way] with trayne [deceit]/ thurgh fre wte of 

erthely foode" (11. 9-10), the "erthely foode" can denote 

both physical food sug gesting the fruit in the Garden of 

Eden and spiritual fo od suggesting the host. When Michael 

entreats "Lorde blisse vs with thi holy hend e " (1. 400), 

hand may be read either literally as when the priest holds 

up his hands and offers his blessing or metaphorically as a 

synecdoche, a part representing all o f God. Multiple 

possibilities in the lang uage, when discovered, lead the 
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viewers toward layered theological interpretations. 

The most significant rhetorical device in the play is 

the symbol ism of light. Generally, the light is dichoto

mized to darkness emp hasizing the York playwrights' realiza

tion of "the symbolic force of light in the Christian 

context, for light was the first sign of order out of 

chaos--the first manifestation of God in Genesis" (Grove 

124). The most powerful reference is to John 3: 19-2 1. A 

translation of the Vulgate preserves the reference: 

Now this is the judgment: The light has come into 

the world, yet men have loved the darkness rather 

than the light, for their works were evil w For 

everyone who does evil hates the light, and does 

not come to t he light, that his deeds may not be 

exposed. But he who does the truth comes to the 

light that his deeds be made manifest for they 

ha ve been performed in God. (Douai) 

This Scri pture relates the light to goodness, the darkness 

to evil, which is appurtenant to life and death, the basic 

themes of the cycle. Light, goodness, and life are contin

ually dichotomized to darkness, evil, and death . As abso

lute goodness (Christ) and absolute evil (Satan) are juxta

posed in the debate through symbols of light and darkness, 

these forces are represented. 

Not only does each prophet from Limbo center his Old 



76 

Testament pr o p hecy o n the word li_g_h.!_ but also the sig n of 

ligh t used by Jes u s to annnounce His coming to the pr o phet s 

in Limbo underscores t he centra l theme (Grove 1 24) . Whe rea s 

Satan and his devils ar e unab l e to see the l i ght becaus e 

their deeds are evil, t he biblical prophets of o l d see i t 

because they are r e con ciled wi t h God . All o f the s e sy mbols 

have been tied toge th er by John, who wr ites that " In God was 

life, and the life wa s th e l ig ht o f men And the l ight s h in es 

in the darkness; and t he darkness grasped it not " ( J ohn 1 : 4 -

5). He further quote s t he words of Jesus , Who cries ou t, " I 

have come a light int o the world, that whoev e r believes i n 

me may not remain in th e dar knes s s" (John 12: 4 6) .. Th e se 

numerous reference s t o light throughout the Gospels draw the 

viewer toward s g o o d r at he r than evil, towar d s l i fe r ath er 

than death. 

The staging o f Th e Harrowing .Q_f Hell a l so may emphasize 

the symbol of ligh t . Alan D. Justice spe c ulat e s that a 

visual effect might be a p a rt of the staging as he explain s 

that " [ t]he rea so n for the Glaziers, the makers of stained 

glass, to be invol v e d with the production of this play may 

have been visua l . They could produce the great light that 

shines into Limb o at the beginning of the pageant" (55) . He 

recognizes that "Ada m, Eve, I s aiah, Simeon, John the 

Baptist, David, and Mos e s, all awaiting the com i ng of Christ 

to Limbo, see t he gre at light and comment on it. That light 
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i s 'a glorious gleam to make us glad,' the light that had 

sh o ne i n Pa ra dise" (55). He emphasizes through the visual 

effec t that • • • "the Glaziers could create a striking 

repre s enta t io n of the light, perhaps by placing torches 

behind a panel o f stained glass" and that ••• "th i s effec t 

would have be en part i cularl y striking" (55). The emphas i s 

on the symbol of light not only surfaces through the words 

but also may b e redoubled according to the methods of 

stagi n g. This symb o l of light persuades the viewer to want 

to see t he light , th e pure truth, and become one with Jesu s 

by availing him sel f of a tonement--the central metaphor of 

the cycle. 

An o t her prevale n t rhetorical element that adds to the 

metaphorical d i men s ion as well as to cohesiveness and struc 

ture is found i n the dichotomy of freedom versus b i nding. 

Whereas in The Death of Christ and in The Crucifixion Jesus 

is t h e vi c t i m bound as man, now a s a spiritual king, He is 

free an d He tr i umphs over Satan. His new freedom portrays 

the fr e ed om man wil l know when he gives his life to Jesus, 

Who gave His li f e for all mankind. The playwrights have now 

p r es ent ed the physical actions in which a man predicts his 

own d ea th , di e s a horrible--even bloody--death, but still 

tri umphs o ver al l, even over the devil himself. The man 

Jes us, no lo nger bound to a cross, tells Michael to bind 

Satan. This symbolic act i on of freedom versus captivity 
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continues throughout the play , first in the syzygy of bind 

and unbind, later in words such as "sperde" (imprisoned), 

"harde in holde," "breke / Youre barres and bandis ," 

''bros ten • • • band is of bra s," and in "free." W hi 1 e Jesus 

represents freedom, Satan illustrates captivity as when 

C h r i s t c a 11 s t o h i m ( S a t a n ) t o o p e n " Y o u r e y e n d 1 e s 3a t e s " 

(1. 24) which denotes the imprisonment--the binding --in 

hell; hell symbolizes death. 

Moreover, the refere n ces to solace and peace serve to 

intensify the symbolism of freedom. Whereas Adam first sees 

a sign of "solace seere," Eve speaks of "sola ce certayne"; 

Simeon as ks to pass "in pease to l if fe lastand" ; John the 

Baptist sees Christ coming "oure cares to kele"; and Moses 

knows they shall "s one pas se from payne." Furthermo re, 

Jesus tells Satan, first, that the believers are to "passe 

fro payne / And wonne in mirth ever mo r e" (11. 227-28), 

next, "my folke t h e r f r o w e r f r e e" ( 1 • 2 9 5 ) , a n d t h e n , '~3e 

schalle be sette in so l as seere" (1 . 387). Here th e theo-

logical message cautions the viewer not to be bound by 

material goods but to reconcile his soul through true faith . 

By binding himself to God, man detaches himself from worldly 

trappings and avoi ds sin; and when he becomes disengaged 

f ram sin, his heart is clean and pure so that it may be 

filled with love. The metaphor of atonement becomes clear 

as love is defined by Christ, Who loved man so much that He 
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gave His life to make atonement for him. The play releases 

its meaning through the theological message that relates 

goodness to pure love as it persuades the audience to seek 

the good. 

A brief discus sion of sources will establish a parallel 

between this play a s ~xemplum and those sources. Whereas 

the source for The Las~ Supper, The Crucifixion , and The 

Death of Christ is the Bible, the source of Jhe Harrowing of 

Hell is not. 1n fact, harrowing is only alluded to in the 

Bible in three places: i n Matthew, "For even a s Jonas was in 

the belly of the fish three days and three nights, so will 

the son of man be three days and three nights in the heart 

of the earth" (12: 40); in I Peter, "Put to death indeed in 

the flesh, he was brought to life in the spirit, in which 

also he went and p r eac hed to thos e spiri ts that we r e in 

prison (3: 18-19); and in Ephesians, "Now this 'he ascended,' 

what does it mean but that he also first descended into the 

lower parts of the earth?" (4:9). Whereas the concept of 

the harro wing has been a tenet of the Church since its 

adoptio n as official dogma at the Fourth Synod of Syrmium in 

AD 359 (Macaulay 119), the actual story of the harrowing is 

found in t he Apocryphal New Testament, a book that was 

vehemently denied to any layman during the Middle Ages. A 

number of parallels between this play and The Gospel of 

Nichodemus have be en po i nted out by Eleanor Grace Clark, W. 
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A. Craigie, and other scholars. For instance, Clark lists 

the incidents of the play and compares them to Burton's 

description and claims that "there can be no doubt that both 

[Towneley and York] texts depend very largely on the vernac

ular Gospel .Q.f. Nichodemus" (156) . She notes that Craig ie's 

extensive parallels "a r e more verbal than structural , so 

that the relation between them need not necessarily appear 

i_n Burton" (156). Chester G. Curtis compares the Yor k and 

Towneley harrowing s, fi nding in ce rtain instances that 

Towneley borrowed from York, which was 'c lose r in certain 

particulars to the source, the English Gospel .91"_ Nicodemus " 

(24-25). Hence the York dramatists looked out si de the Bib le 

for the exciting amplifica tion of the details of this 

belief. 

Since the Har rowing .2.f Hell is not necessary to compl et e 

the cycle, one reasona bly wonders why it was included. 

Whereas nothing new ma terializes other than the liberation 

of the ancient souls from hell , this mino r piece of informa

tion could easily have been inserted in the conversation 

between Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus at the end of The 

Death .£.f Christ, and it is noted in the following play, The 

Resurrection. An explanation presenting an entire play 

about the har r owing of hell concerns the structure of the 

five Passion plays when viewed as a whole. 

Through an overal l examination of the frame of these 
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five Passion plays, the sermon form consisting of theme, 

protheme, division, amplification (exemplum is one of nine 

choices of amplificat ion), and recapitulation surfaces 

(Chapman 506). Each of the five Passion Plays represents a 

section of the sermon form: The Last Supper, the solemn 

prophecy of the protheme; The Crucifixion, the theme of life 

or death; The Death .2.f Christ, division of life and death 

(good and evil, light and darkness), both the physical and 

the spiritual; The Harrowing .2.f Hell, the exernplum; and The 

Resurrection, the recapit ulation. Because these plays 

condense the entire cycle into a microcosm, the audience can 

perceive the c ycle not as a sermon as claimed by Rosemary 

Woolf but in sermon form--a persuasive technique . This 

persuasive form is iden tified by Robert of Basevorn in the 

Forma Praedicandi, Chapter I which defines preaching as "the 

persuasion of many, within a moderate length of time, to 

meritorious conduct" (Murphy Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts 

120). 

Further evide nce that The Harrowing _2J_ Hell is exemplum 

may be seen in the audience's experience. Since the audi

ence wil l have viewed three plays before The Harrowing .Q.f 

Hell and since the climax occurs in The Death of Christ (the - -- --

atonement), the viewers have seen Christ crucified and are 

merely waiting to see how the dramatists present the 

Resurrection. It is in this play that the falling action 
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begins. The playwrights present an exciting episode to 

enliven the tempo and prolong an immediate conclusion. "A 

play full of motion such as this contrasts most effectively 

with the pageant immediately preceding it," writes Maca ulay 

(131). He adds, "The pathos and serenity of the one throws 

into vivid relief the majesty of the other" (131). For this 

reason the playwrights insert an exemplum near the end, when 

the attention of the audience begins to diminish (Chapman 

507). 

In addition, since The Harrowing Qf Hell falls in the 

penultimate position of the Passion plays, just before life 

triumphs bodily for Christ and spiritually for man, as 

exemplum it diverts the attention of the audience before the 

Resurrection, Jesus' final triumph. The homiletic tradi

tion, so popular during the time these plays attained their 

greatest acceptance, serves as a rhetorical strategy to 

persuade the viewer that Christ will save him as He has 

saved the souls from hell. 

Another strategy to attract the audience's attention 

appears in the most colorful, most active, most boisterous 

characters possible--devils. Many times an active evil 

entertains more easily than a passive good. These devils 

probably appear in black (the color of "chaos, mystery, the 

unknown; death; the unconscious; evil; melancholy" 

[Guerin et al. 158]). The playwrights later explain in The 
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Last Judgement that the evil folk will go to "helle to 

dwelle with feendes blake" (1. 143). Also these rather 

boisterous devils probably wear hideous masks like the ones 

Meg Twycross and Sarah Carpenter found noted in the York 

Mercers' 1433 Inventory under "vi deuelles faces in iii 

Vesernes" ("Masks 2" 76). Furthermore, the action in this 

play was probably lively because the masks appeared to have 

taken rather heavy beati ngs . These masks are only mentioned 

in inventories when t hey are either being mended or replaced 

("Masks" 7). Some of the masks apparently were two-faced. 

Twycross and Carpenter describe what they feel these masks 

looked like by quoting from Karl Br unner's edition of The 

Seven Sages of Rome: 

He let make hym a garnement 

As blac ke as any arnement 

And hyng theron squyrelle taylys 

Am [sic] and mo, samfaylys, 

And a vese r he made hym mo, 

Too fac ys behynde, another before, 

And ii nosys in eyther halfe 

More horrybeler thenne any calfe 

And the tonge also there on rede 

As euyr was brennynge lede.("Masks 2" 78) 

To further explicate the reference to the "squyrelle 

taylys," it appears that after Robert of Sicily (c.1390) was 
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deposed by the angel, he become the court fool wearing a 

garment "With ffoxes tayles mony aboute" ("Masks 2" 79). In 

place of squirrels' or foxes ' tails, it appears that the 

fool can wear any type of rags and tatters ("Masks 2" 79) .. 

Twycross and Carpenter further refer to Robert Rolle's 

Prick of Conscience, which contains a description " of the 

fashionable young men in thir dagged and scalloped garments 

Some ~ tatird als tatird £oles"; they also cite from the 

Wakefield devils who compa re th em selves with tattered fo ols 

as they fall from heaven: "Now ar we waxen blak as any coyll 

(coal) / And vgly, tatyrd as a foyll (fool) ("Masks 2" 79). 

The devils are also fo ols easily recognized by their black, 

ragged, or tattered clothing. 

The visual effect helps to r eify for the viewer hideous 

underworld charac t ers as fools and devils. Because these 

demons romp on the stage, they attract the audience's atten

tion; yet, since they are hideous, they dissuade the 

audience from follo wi ng thei r dictates. The active evil 

causes the viewers to cheer the good souls and to hiss the 

bad. Once the a udience's dialectic begins, it vocally 

expresses t he energia and prepares for the Resurrection. 

Hence, the masks and costumes of the characters extend the 

visual force and underscore the rhetorical strategies of the 

dramatists that entertain and persuade. As the devils 

entertain, they persuade the viewer that he does not want to 
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be a fool like the devils and dwell in hell forever. 

Whereas the devils infect the audience through word and 

action with untold energia, the audience, in return, recip

rocates, sending the energia back to the players both 

emotionally and vocally. The players have polarized the 

. ' . viewers strongest emotions of both hate and love, and they 

have placed them before the threshold in an emotional stat e 

ready to make reconcilia tion. 

Analysis of The Resurrection 

The setting moves as the playwrights lift the audience 

away from the boistr ous devils of hell, to earth for the 

awes ome mirac l e of The Resurrection. Whereas the viewers 

long to see Christ raised from the dead, they marvel over 

how the dramatists will present this phenomenom on the 

stage. An exa mination of the construct--both the characters 

and the str uctu re , the rhetorical strategies of the play-

reveals the expres sive aim: how the playwrights combined 

these elements for the greatest dramatic impact. 

A varied cast of characters convenes for this play from 

the most cari ng and humble to the most callous and pride -

filled . While they are all biblical characters, they do not 

all appear together in the same biblical episode. In other 

words, the playwrights have peopled the play with characters 

who hist o rically could not have been present. In the 
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Gospels of Mat thew, Mark, and Luke, the Centurion recognizes 

when the earth quakes that Jesus truly is the Son of God at 

the time of t h e Cr uc i fixion before Joseph of Ar imathea and 

Nicodemus remove the body of Jesus for burial. While the 

three Marys are read ily connected to the morning of the 

Resurrection, the y stand at a distance during the 

Centurion's conversi on. Furthermore Pilate, Annas, and 

Caiphas do not e ven a ppear in the Resurrection scene of t h e 

Gospels. Nonet h e less , for this play, the playwrights t r ans-

pose the Centurio n a nd the soldie r s a s well as Pilate , 

Annas, and Caiph u s to a later time, the day of the 

Resurrection, wit h t he three Marys, and allow the Centur ion 

to reconstruct t he geological events of the day of the 

Crucifixion. This st rategy reemphasizes that all nature 

responded to the Cr ucifi x ion a s a visible phenomenon to move 

the heart o f the st r ongest dissenter to believe that Jesus 

is th e So n of God; it recalls the scene of the Crucifixion 

as it sets t h e st a ge f o r the Centurion to become a believer. 

Also this ass embly of ch a racters divides into two contras

t ing g r o u p s : t hose representing good, the Centurion, the 

ange l , an d th e t h ree Marys dichotomized to those represen

ting evi l, P i l a t e, Annas, Caiphas, and the four soldiers, an 

assemb l a ge of opp o s i tes emphasizing good and evil, the theme 

of the pl a y . 

Th o ug h He ne v e r appears, the play centers on Jesus. In 
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each of the other plays in this microcosm, different players 

enact the parts o f J esus as Jesus moves away from the 

physical toward the spiritual. This practice s ucceeds with 

ease as long as Je sus is anthropornorphised, but now that He 

is glorified, the playwrights choose not to represent Him in 

the flesh since He exists in the spirit. The physical 

absence of the characte r Jesus becomes a symbol for the 

invisibility of the spirit. The playw r ight s create a 

longing in the audience which fuels the energia necessary to 

complete the cycle of playwri g ht, player , and audience 

interacting. The dramatists structure this entire p lay in 

the narrative mode and tell of the actions instead of 

showing them. Since the viewer does not see or hear 

anything fro m Jesus, he must a ccept what he he ars f rom 

others through faith. 

Also, analy sis of the overall structure of the play 

posits a thread o f theology uniting these five plays of the 

Pas sion segment. Whereas The Last Supper was rather short 

with not too muc h dramatic action and the Harrowing .21._ Hell 

even shorter, the actual Passion consists of two separate 

plays, The Crucifixion and The Death .21._ Christ, both of 

average length and the first filled with action. Further-

more, very little of this play centers on the Resurrection 

it sel f . Most of it is argumentation about whether Jesus is 

th e Son of God or not. Hence, by placing primary emphasis 



on the death scene of the Passion group, the dramatists 

accentuate the concept of Christ's death as atonemen t for 

man with God, the met aph or of the cycle. 

The Resurrection becomes an exercise in fa i th as man 

purifies and avails hims elf of atonement. Now the viewe r 
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must believe through pure faith. In the previous plays, the 

onlooker has seen and heard what to believe from Jesus . Now 

He is absent from the scene physically but not s piritually. 

The viewer must believe that Christ has risen through faith 

alone because he does not see Him; only one character, an 

angel , a heavenly creature, has seen the risen Chri st and 

can witness that He has risen from the g rave. Hence the 

viewer depends entirely upon the words, not action, for th e 

message of the Resurrecti on. 

Again, as in the t hr ee previo u s plays , the embedded 

rhetorical strategies deliver the meaning. Anaphora, seldom 

used in the c ycle but p r omi nen t here, appears in only five 

of the forty-eight plays c omposing the cycle. These fiv e 

plays contain these primar y tenets: The Creation, The 

Annunciation and the Visitation, The Nativity, The 

Resurrection, and The Purification. The rhetorical use of 

anaphora suggests t he internalizing of the solemn l i tanies 

of the Church into the plays. This rhetorical device echoes 

those litanies chan ted by priests and answered by the choir 

and sometimes by the congregation. For instance, the litany 
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such as "M a ry rno st holy" answered by "Pray for us . " This 

type of rhe to rical r epetition generates effective pathos . 
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Also when ana l y zed separately, this rhetorical use o f 

anaphora i n the f i ve plays emphasizes the major be li e fs of 

Christianity. I n the first play, The Creation, God 

establishes trut ht that which man is supposed to a cc e pt on 

faith: 

I am gracy us and grete, God withoutyn begynny ng , 

I am maker unmade, all mighte es i n me ; 

I am li fe a nd way vnto selth-wynny ng , 

I a m form as t e and fyrste, als I by d sall i t be . 

(11. 1-4) 

In The An n unc i at i on, an a phora using and announces that the 

Son of God is t o be born. The word and , a connector , both 

syntactica ll y an d r hetorically joins the Son to the Father. 

Next, in The Na tivity, Mary and Joseph praise God as they 

chant " Halyl e my lor d God" and "Hayle my maker," reempha

sizing the c on c epts of the gracious and great God, maker 

u nmade of t he f ir st play. Later, toward the end of The 

Purifi c a tion , mo r e than seventy-five lines of anaphora 

praising God, Je sus, and Mary emphasize the birth of Chr i st, 

Son of God bor n t o the Virgin Mary. 

Last , i n The Resurrection, the Centurion uses anaphora 

t o show th at the earth trembled, the sun became dark, and 
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The sonne for woo he waxed all wanne, 

The mone and sterres of schynyng blanne, 

The erthe tremeled and also manne 

Began to speke; 

The stones that neuer was stered or thanne 

Gune asondi r breke. (ll. 91-96) 

In the beginning of The Resurrection, the Centurion 

describes the weather changes when Jesus died for Caiphas 

an<l Annas. Of course Pilate, also present, hears it too. 

The Centurion's speech, though repeating and retelling, 

provides a n opportunity for the playwrights to strengthen 

its importance by marrying this subject matter to anaphor-

ical delivery. In this way, the playwrights highlight the 
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concept that an event of extraordinary importance has taken 

place. 

Through the use of anap hora, the audience learns that 

God is to be loved and praised, that Jesus, His son will be 

born; that Jesus as a part of God is to be loved and 

praised; and in the play under consideration here, that 

Jesus's rising from the dead is the culmination of God's 

salvific power. Whereas the viewers already know these 

bas ic elements of Christianity, still they must be reminded 

to follow them day by day. Certainly the use of anaphora 

restates the major tenets of Christian doctrine and 
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admonishes the v i ew e r to pay close heed t o them. 

The dramatists imb ue t hi s play with the symbo l ism of 

light and darkness, whi c h re inforce humil i ty and pride . As 

the Centurion describe s t he weather , he des c r ib es ho w bo th 

the sun and moon as well a s the st ar s cease d to s h i n e whe n 

,Jesus died; the dark n e ss po int s to the deed as be in g ev il. 

Whereas the Centuri on fi rs t stresses that God ab id e s with 

both day and night, a nd is a l ways present ev e n d ur in g t h e 
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time of darkness, he t hen tells the Roman l ea der s that when 

they were crucifying Chr i st, "the sonne was mir ke" (1. 110). 

Again men live in da r k ness bec a use their deeds are e vil; 

they can neither under st a nd n o r s ee the l i ght that e nters 

into the darkness jus t as the lost souls in hel l coul d not * 

And when Annas resp o n d s , "For we schall wele maynt a yne oure 

dedis" (1. 121), lttt le doubt e x ists but that their de e ds 

will remain evil. Th e se men will probably rem a in i n 

darkness forevermo re. 

Next, Pilate c om man ds the s o ldiers to guard the t o mb 

both day and nigh t (t h e sa me continual time that the 

Centurion says t hat God ab i des). Then Pilate asks Annas 

" t t k" what they should do now that amysse nave ane oure mere 

(1. 397); Annas a dv i ses him to command the soldiers to t e ll 

t h e s t O r y " T O i 1 k e a m a n b o t h n 5t a n d d a y " ( 1 • 4 2 0 ) t h a t 

twenty soldiers t ook Jesus away and "So shall ther deme bot h 

nyght and day" (1. 447). In other words, the four soldiers 
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are advised to li e continually. The first soldier agrees 

with Annas and Pilate and replies that they will tell this 

story wherever they are by night or day (time unending) . 

Stephen Laut points out that "the words 'truth' and 'lie ' 

appear eighteen times in the course of the debate over which 

story to tel 1 the people about the Resurrection" (190).. The 

reiterated words entangle in the viewer's minde When Pilate 

directs the soldiers to tell the lie about Jesus's being 

taken from the to mb, or when the second soldier says that 

"Vs muste make lies, for that is nede, / Oureselue to saue" 

(11. 321-22), the playwrights admonish the viewer not to 

fall for these lie s but to seek the truth from the good 

characters. Pilat e's and the high priests's fabrication, if 

accepted by the conspirators, wo uld cause the audience to 

shudder once they realized that they might be deceived by 

evil. 

Symbolism of freedom also exists in this play. Again, 

as in the last play, freedom is opposed to imprisonment. 

Whereas the second Mary refers to her "sisters free" (1. 

217), the first Mary speaks of "Oure Lorde so fre" (1. 256) 

and of Jesus 's "body free" (1. 372). Here the good are 

f 1 • t f "b 0 

free. In contrast, Annas talks o tne trai ors oune in 

bande" (1. 372). Pointing out that Pilate, Caiphas, and 

Annas are still bound by their man-made laws , Pilate uses 

flattery as he tries to get the Centurion to remain on his 
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side in darkn ess by reminding him that he is one of them and 

by telling him that he is "a lered man in the lawe" (1. 68). 

When the Centurion realizes the discrepancy between Pilate's 

flattery and reality, he breaks with the old law and turns 

to the new. Caiphas bemoans "Alas, thanne is oure lawes 

l ore" (1. '387). Their law is easily lost because it is 

only false security imprisoning them on earth; it is not the 

t r uth which Jesus establishes in the new law freeing man for 

eternity. All of the symbolism accentuates the dichotomous 

structure of good and evil to per s uade man to see the light, 

to accept the new law of love through hum il ity, and to live 

in the freedom of eternity. 

The final strategy of persuasion lies in the particular 

characters chosen by the playwrights to deliver the narra

tive. The main character of the first 186 lines, the 

Centurion, is not one of the pompous leaders though he is 

one of Caesar's soldiers. An interesting point to note 

here is that Centurio ns are not ment io ned in the Old 

Testament, but they are part of the New Testament, under the 

new law of love. Most of them are good men. For instance, 

the Centurion of Capharnaum in Matthew 8 diligently sought 

Jesus to cure his beloved ser van t. Cornelius the Centurion 

was "devout and God-fearing, as was all his household, 

giving alms to the people and praying to God continually" 

(Acts 10:2). Also Julius of the Augustan band saved Paul's 
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life (Acts 27). That the York dramatists knew of these good 

centurions is quite possible since these writers appear to 

have been learned men of the Bible. The playwrights project 

the Centurions as a good man . 

Furthermore, the words spoken by the Centurion are 

important. His first word s are an invocation thanking God 

for showing man this miracle, that Jesus was His son. 

When the Roman lea de rs fail to listen to the Centurion's 

words, he bids them "go de day" and prays that nG od graunte" 

them "grace that" they "may know" (11. 118-19). Here the 

Centurion echoes the earlier words of Jesus on the cross 

when He asked God to forgive the soldiers "fo r they do not 

know what they are doing" (Luke 23:24). Thus the Centurion 

first projects an example of loving and praising God a fter 

which he prays for the sinners to receive grace. These are 

the primary ways to avail oneself of atonement: l ov ing and 

praising God sincerel y a nd humbly. The dramatists have 

creat ed the ethos of this main character through both the 

allusions and the words he speaks . 

The Centurion fun c tions as a f oil to Pilate, who 

pompously proclaims himself a knight and refers to the 

Centuri on as "Our comely knyght." This epithet comes before 

Pilate knows of the Centurion's new-found faith. (The 

soldier s continue to call Pilate "Sir" or "Sir Knight.") 

Again iro ny germinates in the words. The twentieth-century 
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viewer connects a knight to the medieval concept of the 

perfect soldier, not only a warrior but also a gentleman as 

well as a man of God. Therefore, Pilates' calling the 

Centurion a knight is ironic, because Pilate does not even 

know the meaning of the word when he uses it as an 

anachronism. 

Furthermore, when the Centurion talks about the 

Crucifixion, he uses phrases such as "withowten trayne" 

(1. 64) and "To mayntay ne trouthe" (1. 73), reminding 

the audience to seek the truth (the good). Through 

rhetorical stragtegies , the Centurion controls the action as 

the dramatic raiso nneur. 

After line 186, the Centurion shares the focal point 

with the three Marys and the angel. Whereas the dramatists 

create the ethos of the Centurion through allusions and 

words, they layer the ethos of the three Marys in a 

different way, throug h their humility juxtaposed against th e 

pride of the three Ro man leaders and the callousness of th e 

four soldiers. The humb l e women quickly and readily believe 

the angel; they have fa ith. But the soldiers rema in in 

darkness as illu strated by the third soldier when he refers 

to Jesus as the "f als traitour" (1. 300). Again the 

soldiers bring to mind the carnal man, the man of the flesh. 

They think only about themselves and what will happen to 

them. The first soldier emphasizes this feeling as he says 
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that Pilate "wi l l forgette withouten drede / All that we 

have done" (11. '318-19). Actually Pilate has already 

dismissed them when he speaks of them as "fals recrayed 

knyght / Cambere d cowa rdis" (11. 364-65). In this case, t he 

antitheti cal epithet "knight" with its modifiers becomes 

oxymoronic as the audience wonders why Pilate would still 

call these soldier s knights even at a time when he degrades 

them. All in all, the overall tone renders the humble Marys 

as more humble and the callous soldiers as more prideful 

than they were as the beginning of the play . 

Although the Centurion informs the viewer about what has 

taken place , wh at he primarily does is persuade the onlooker 

to see k the truth--goodness, light, and life--for all eter

nity. The play wrights instruct their audience, through the 

narrative, yet e mbedded in t o the narrative are these rhetor

ical conce pts that persuade through the use of ethos juxta

posing go od or evil for the audience. The playwrights 

further em bed symb ol ism in the drama to set apart good from 

evil. The a udience then reac ts to the player's energia and 

returns that e nergia to the players- -the reciprocal 

dialectic. 

The viewer has now seen both the prophecy and the 

enactment of that prophecy. Just as the cycle opens with 

God as truth and proceeds to present representations of that 

truth, the Passion plays open with the truth of Jesus, His 
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death, the atonement, so that all mankind can live as the 

essence of that truth. Not only do the plays work sepa-

rately to instruct and move, but also they emerge as a whole 

to remind the people of God's truth, and to persuade them to 

reciprocate with c o mp le te faith and love. 

This examinatio n of the microcosm, the Passion segment, 

composed of The Last Supper, The Crucifixion, The Death of 

Chri~, The Harr owing £f Hell, and The Resurrection, 

demonstrates that the playwrights present these plays to 

persuade the audience of God's love, mercy, and justice. 

through His lo ve, God sent His only Son to be sacrificed ; 

Through His divine mercy, He allowed this sacrifice to make 

permanent atonemen t for all mankind; and through His 

justice, He sends grace so that man can avail himself of 

this atonement. These five plays both tell and show man how 

he can avail himself of atonement. 

The Last Supper as the prophetic play extends the love 

of God through Jesus's ethos, which becomes a primary 

persuasive element. The playwrights combine this ethos with 

symbolism such as water, bread, and wine which they have 

J h h G d ' deliver to man as His (Jesus's) esus, t roug o s mercy, 

strength when He is no longer on earth. While Jesus 

narrates this prophecy, He defines the primary doctrines 

connected with it so that man is reminded of the signifi-

cance of this 
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sacrifice. 

The playw r i ghts construct The Crucifixion using the 

expressive aim as th e y have the soldiers narr a te the s to r y 

through dialogue& Th i s point of v i ew develops the pers pec

tive which enabl es the a ud i ence to watch and accept the 

horror perpetrate d i n the playing area. Yet God's love , 

mercy, and justic e a re emphasized through Jesus ' s t wo invo

cations to the Father to forg i ve thes e me n who k now n o t what 

they do. 

Again the playw ri g ht s employ the expressive aim a s th e y 

construct The De at h Qi_ Christ from point of v i ew. First, 

they present the Crucif i xion from Pilate's a nd the high 

priests's side, from the sophistic, rationalized mind of th e 

evil characters. Nex t , they allow a gentle yet authorative 

Jesus to explai n to Mary, Mary Cleophus, and John that this 

deed must be do ne for man's salvat i o n. Last , the pl a y-

wrights have Jose ph o f Arimathea and Nicodemus reify the 

goodness of Jesus as t hey openly persuade the audience t o 

accept and avail the ms e lves of the Atonement made by Jesus . 

In The Harrowing _Q_f He l l, the pla y wrights persuade 

through the a c t i on of Jesus' physically saving the rede eme d 

souls fro m hel l . Ag a i n symbolism underscores the drama and 

adds to persuasion as the good souls can see the light while 

the devils can no t , This revelation, which expels the evil 

man to darkness while it e levates the good to light, appears 
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as an exemplum in the sermon-like structure of the microcosm 

to entertain but mainly to persuade. This play presents 

the significance of atonement in physical action. 

In the last play, The Resurrection, the playwrights 

employ the narrative mode to tell of Jesus's rising from the 

dead. The persuasive a im exists in the contrast bet ween the 

evil characters, who do not tell the truth, and the good 

characters, who point to pure truth. Man is advised to 

follow the good and to seek that pure truth. 

From this examination, players can develop their 

characters by emphasizing traits distinguished through the 

rhetorical strategie s. They can teach when the expository 

aim prevails; they can entertain when the literary aim 

dominates. When defining doctrines, they must realiz e the 

importance of thes e definitions and make them as clear as 

possible for the audience. As the evil characters evaluate, 

they can add the needed stress to express the falseness of 

their remarks . Yet, most of all, these players must recog-

nize that they are persuading and play their characters 

according ly. If they incorporate these rhetorical strate

gies into their performances, they will ignite the energia 

which becomes reciprocal and electrifies an effective 

perfor mance. 



Notes 

1 
In "The Gospel of Nicodemus." the debate occurs 

between Satan and Hell, two distinct evil entities: "Then 

Hell spoke thus unto Satan: If, then, thou canst do n o 

other, lo thy destruct ion deaweth near, and I shall at last 

be cast down and remain without honou, but you will be 

tormented under my dominion" (James 126). 

2 
Peter Macaulay bases h is study on that of Timothy 

Fry, O.S.B. "The Unity of the Ludus Coventriae" (Studies in 

Philology 48 [1951] 527-68) in which Fry demonstrates a 

"special patristic version of the doctrine of the Red e mp

tion, the so-called 'Abuse of Po wer' theory" (116). 

Ma caulay then explains this theory: since Satan was given 

the power to inflict both physical and spiritual death on 

man as punishment for original sin, he thought he could 

bring about the death of Jesus through the Jewish leaders; 

but he overreache d himself. When Satan "claimed the life of 

the God -Man, who was not bound by the law of death since He 

was the very antithesis of sin, Satan was deceived by the 

humanity of Jesus. Macaulay continues that "[b]y attempting 

to claim what was not his due, Satan lost his 

permitted by the Almighty to the souls of men. 

100 

'right' 

In this 
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manner, the Redemp ti on of humanity was accomplished through 

the justice of God, rather than through the omnipotence of 

God" (116-17). 



CHAPTER III 

DECO NSTRUCTION AND THE YORK PASSION 

Whereas Chap ter II demonstrates that the Yo r k Cy c le is 

effective persuasi on, Chapter III unlayers t he te xt th r o uoh 
0 

deconstrucive process e s akin to r a bbini c Midr a sh t o de t e r -

mine how the rhetori ca l s t r ateoies extend meani· n o 0 0 u• ne 

process of discoveri n g th e se va riou s elements of signi fi

cance lies in cr i tica l deconstruction, which has b e en t ra c e d 

back to certain elem ent s o f Judaic hermeneut ics. Susan 

Handelman notes t h a t "It is not often real i zed th a t th e 

modern science of i nterpret a tion has deep theologi c al 

roots"; that moder n h er men e ut ic s has its "prehisto r y an d 

foundatio n in Bibl i c al [sic] hermeneutics" (iii-iv). 

Because the system it s e lf springs from biblical analysi s a nd 

because the plays st e m f rom the Bib l e, the deconstruct i ve 

interpretation offer s a twofold incentive as it uncovers the 

layered mea n ings o f th e text. 

Alt h o u gh t h e ra bbinic hermeneutical system centers 

mainly on th e Mid dot of R. Ishmael, Handelman demonstrates 

that it a l s o re li e s on the Jewish Midrash. Her s ynthesis 

provides th e fo c us for this analysis. In addition to 

connecti n g d econ s t ruct i on with hermeneutics, she goes one 

step fur t he r an d connects interpretive deconstru c tion wi th a 

102 
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particular element of hermeneutics, Midrash, which she 

describes as "a curious intermingling of logic and narra

tive, concept and image, fact and speculation wherein the 

data and the -Lnterpre tation cannot be distinguished" (125) . 

Specifically, Handel mann quotes from Henry Slonimski that 

Mid rash '"is the most authentic and mature thinking on a 11 

the main topics of lif e"' and that "'it is present in an 

atmosphere or mediu m of freedom and unconstraint'" (125).1 

Fu r ther, she asserts Slonimski's notion that Midrash exists 

"'not as a set of propo sitions to be soberly argued in the 

schools, but rather as a set of themes and imag es to guide 

and influence the listener in all workings of his mind, and 

still retain the flui dity of a story'" (125). This 

Midrashic philosop hy contains "no final statements of defi

nition, but rather an expanding, continuous process o f 

interpretation, an acc umulation of concrete instances of new 

combinations," not just a "movement away from the concrete 

and the multiplicity of meaning towards a singular defini

tion or final deter minative rule" (Handelman 125). 

The word Midrash derives from the Hebrew primary root 

darash meaning literally to "ask x at all, care for x 

diligentl y, inq uire, ••• seek x surely" (Strong, Hebrew 

Chalde Dictionar_y_). The focus of Midrash is to search, to 

seek, to inquire int o all areas of the literal and the 

figurative el ements for meaning. The word "[d]arosh in its 
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nominal and verbal forms is found in the literature of the 

Dead Sea sect," and often it designates a certain technique 

or method of learning things "through rigorous study and 

painstakin g, searching inquiry into the verses of the Bible" 

("Midrash," Encyclopaedia Judaica). 

Midrash is also similar to the method customarily 

employed not only by the "Greek grammarians [but also] 

among the Roman rhetoricians, the exponents of Roman law" 

("Midrash"). Although this "painstaking searching inquiry " 

derives from ra bbinic hermeneutics, it is not too fa r 

removed from the concepts of Western philosophical logic. 

Yet no one knows exactly how or when the method was adopted 

by the Hebrews, "whether by way of the Dead Sea sect ••• 

or directly from the Hellenistic world; it is possible that 

both elements played their part" ("Midrash"). Nonetheless, 

this analysis considers Midrash as a process extending from 

rabbinic hermeneutics into twentieth-century criticism. 

Although Midrash is defined as a "genre of rabbinic 

literat ure constituting an anthology and compilation of 

homilies, consisting of both biblical exegesis and sermons," 

it may be divided further into "aggadot or halakhot" 

("Midrash"). Aggadot, sometimes spelled (Haggadah), comes 

from the verb kal which has the meaning to report, explain, 

narra te, and when it i.s " applied to the Scriptures in order 

to i ndicate interpretation, illustration, or expansion in a 
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moralizing manner, it is used in the form of 'Midrash 

Haggadah '" ("Haggadah"). Handelman explains that Aggadah 

considers the non-legal aspects consisting of the principles 

of contiguity and juxtaposition (127), the primary princi

ples applied in this process. 

The term Halakah, in contradistinction to Haggadah, 

considers the particular practice, custom, or usage--the 

accepted tradition ("Halakah," The Jewish Encyclopedia). In 

general works, the "midrash halakah" covers "interpreta

tions, discussions, and controversies connected with the 

legal part of the Scriptures" ("Halakah"). Because the 

plays continually refer to the law of the Old Testamant a nd 

because it was "[t]hrough the Old Testament law [that] the 

sinfulness of mankind operative from the beginning became 

abundantly manifest" (New American Bible 1248), this inter

pretive process co nsiders major legal motifs inherent in the 

plays. 

Also "Midrash [sic] always reveals its sequence of 

thought--never omits the steps in its chain of 'reasoning,' 

an d is alwa ys at pains to retain its links to the textual 

situation which is its basis" (Handelman 125-26). This 

process adapts easily to the present analysis because of the 

necessity to reatin the literal text at all times, the 

linear story of Jesus's dying and rising again. The audi

ence first experiences this literal story before accepting 
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the metaphysical metaphor of atonement as an extension of 

this text. Therefore the underlying metaphor "may be 

distinguish ed from allegory" because the "concept which is 

uncovered thro ugh interpretation never dispenses with the 

particular form in which it is 'clothed'" ( 126) . The 

physical never fades during presentation. Al together, as 

Ha d 1 t d "th . . 1 n e man con en s, ere is never any one singe int er -

pretation to which understanding of the text a i ms , but a 

continuous productio n of multiple meaning" (126) which aims 

at pure truth. 

For exa mple, the word atonement does not appear in the 

text; nevertheles s, the concept of atonement undersc ores the 

meaning throughout th e entire cycle. This thread of theo-

logy becomes most prominent in the Passion segment as Jesus 

first pr oph esie s, th en enacts, and finally demons tra tes how 

this ultimate sacrifice affects the good souls of all times. 

Thus, when the literal story intertwines with the theolog

ical concepts of ato n e ment, it unleashes the metaphor of 

atonement and creates pathos. Subsequently, throughout the 

drama, the playwrights assert that it is never too late to 

avail onese lf of the Atonement. This extended metaphor of 

atonement becomes a central part of the Christian narrative, 

the linear story whi c h conceptualizes salvation. 

By using a deconstructive though systematic process, the 

critic remains free to analyze characteristics of the plays 
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syntagmatically or paradigmatically. Whereas an examination 

of The Last Supper eventually yields the rhetorical strate

gies, many of these characteristics surface from their 

rhetorical embedd ings to generate energia. Once they are 

uncovered, the player considers these characteristics so 

that he may portra y the character in light of the interpre-

tations. As t he player includes the elements of interpreta-

tLon in his portra yal, he develops a c haracter who delivers 

a strong impact an d a profound meaning. 

To discover the layers of meanings in these five plays, 

this chapter deconstructs the Passion group layer by l ayer 

through rabbinic methods of Midrash by first showing how 

temporal and s patia l boundaries collapse in the text of each 

play. Where these boundaries collapse, man's time becomes 

God's time. Next, the importance of maintaining the literal 

story in connec t ion with concretizations develops. Thi rd , 

the extended layers of meaning derived from dichotomous 

pairs and juxtaposi tions of words, characters, and meanings 

are considered. Handelman summarizes this Mi drashic posi 

tion by chara ct erizin g the rabbinic reading of texts. She 

concludes that the critical analysis of the texts does not 

merely inte nd a univocal, undisputed static meaning but 

instead posits multiple interpretations as critics continue 

to discover ad dit i onal meaning layered in the text. Whereas 

the new law is defined as love, each individual may deliver 
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the concept of love in a slightly different way (difference 

within id entity). In addition, the player can alter meani n g 

much more rea dily through the allusions, metapho r s, and 

similes (the "a s ifs") than he can through the bla ta nt 

"this-is-this" s t a tements. Yet nothing is substituted fo r 

the basic stor y; instead, various interpretations ar e 

layered (become contiguous with) and enhance the meaning o f 

the overall story . 

Therefore thi s chapter c onsiders the Passion pla ys in a 

manner akin to t he ways the rabbis interpreted the Sc r ip -

tu res. Whereas in "the Rabbinic view, the written Sc r ip -

tures are intent i o nally incomplete and meant to be 

accompanied and s upplemented" by what the Jews calle d the 

"Oral Torah • g iven to Moses which explains, 

elaborates, an d interpret s the obscurities and ambiguities 

of the writte n text" (Handelman 47), the critic examines and 

explains the o bsc ure and ambiguous signs of the plays and 

how they interpret the Christian narrative for their audi

ence. A good exa mple of this particular method of explica

tion is fou nd i n Sigmund Freud, who in the tradition of 

~idrash, trea t e d dreams as "Holy Writ" by assuming the 

meaning t o li e hidd e n in "the most trivial and inconsequen

tial detail s wh ic h he then combined in his concept of free 

associatio n" (Hand e lman VI). Thus deconstruction, stemming 

from Midr ashi c elements of hermeneutics, is a process of 
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unla yering meaning, of always becoming, not of has become, 

rather like a man who is always becoming until he reaches 

the heavenly ki ngdom of pure truth. 

The Prophecy 

An expan ded unde r standing of the York The Last Supper 

emerges when t he processes of rabbinic Midrash a r e appli e d~ 

A paradigmatic ex a mination of all references to t i me enab le s 

the critic t o overcome the barriers of chronological 

confinement. S in ce the concept of God's time is so d i ffi -

cult for man t o c omprehend, the playwrights have constructed 

the text so tha t the more evil the characters are , the more 

they use partic ul a r words to designate man's time e The 

characters re p r e s enting good employ fewer words implyi n g 

man's time t h e closer they come to the kingdom of God. The 

playwrig h ts structurally have juxtaposed man's time to God's 

time, whic h i s e te r nity. V. A. Kolve interprets the shape 

o f the d r ama a s being a linear progression while "the meta-

phys ic o f . t . f l" i ts structure is cen r1 uga (119). An extension 

of Kolve ' s c oncept projects the metaphor as the outer limits 

of t h e t ex t in the same way the rind of an orange envelops 

t h e frui t. Whereas Kolve designates significant time as 

repre s e nting the point in which the will of God is expressed 

i n "ti me f ro m outside time, by which a connection deeper 

than tem p o r al c ausality is stated" (119), he stops short of 
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explaining how this temporal causality diminishes and how 

the deeper connotation of eternity surfaces through the 

rhetorical effectiveness of the text. 

In the open ing sentence of the play, Jesus blesses the 

disciples by granting that "Pees be both be day and night." 

This reference to continuity declares "Peace be with you 

always," thereby emphasizing from the very beginning of the 

prophecy the theological concept of God's eternal time. 

Also the dramatists remind the audience of the passage 

of earthly time by repeating the word here throughout the 

play. Because the word here doubles in meaning by synthe

sizing time with place, it denotes both "in this place" as 

well as "at this time." Yet the word does not chain the 

meaning to the "here-and-now." Instead, since this is the 

prophecy play, the word here connotes not only the present 

time but also the "hereaftir" noted in line fifty-nine. 

Other words suggesting time such as never and ever 

surface throughout the play. The playwrights present 

Peter's declaration that Jesus never will wash his (Peter's) 

feet and Thomas's avowal that never in the world was 

anyone as bewildered as they as rhetorical overstatement, 

hyperbole, not pure truth. Since Peter and Thomas are 

mortals speaking who cannot conceptualize what the word 

never truly denotes, they are unable to stipulate what will 

never occur. Yet when Jesus claims that Peter will swear he 
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(Peter) nev er knew Him (Jesus), no one doubts the wo rd of 

Jesus. When Jesus affirms that He will "Evere forward" 

defend the new law, His ethos combined with the viewer's 

prior familiarity with the story elevates these wor ds to 

truth. Hence the words ever referring to endless time and 

never specifyi ng at no t i me both suggest an element of 

eternity pertaining to truth, which is theologically what 

both the dramatists and the players project to the audience. 

Often the playwrights' use of the word time suggests 

ambiguous con notations . For instance, .Jesus and Judas both 

u s e t h e w o r d !_~_!!!~ i n t h e s a m e m a n n e r b u t e a c h p r o j e c t s a n 

entirely differe nt meaning . When Judas declares that "Now 

is tyme to me to gang" (1. 104), the critic reco g nizes that 

this is only a temporal moment which will never occur again 

because he, as the critic, knows the events of the story, 

that during only one moment of eternity is the Son of God 

betra yed. But when Jesus advises "Fro tyme shall com e that 

I be tone" (1. 166), He not only speaks of the exact 

temporal mo me nt of His bo dily death but also He refers to 

future time when God takes Him to heaven to rule forever. 

Tha t the concept of time is controlled by the characters who 

use it becomes a pparent. Jesus's ref erences to time extend 

past all temporal limits, while Judas's reference implies 

this literal moment, the only thing he, a mor tal, compre-

hends . Therefore, the playwrights can achieve a transcen-
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dence of earth ly time as they advance the good characters 

toward eternity. 

Moreover, other time implications lie implici tly layered 

in the text. For instance, as Jesus connects the new law to 

the old, He says, "Of Moyses lawes here make I an ende / In 

some party, but noght in all" (11. 25-26). Jesus in no way 

discards the past; He simply adds it to the present and 

combines both to genera te the future. From then on, when 

Jesus refers to the new law, He theologically stimulates the 

viewer's mind toward a consideration of eternity. After 

establishing this conc ept of temporal infinity firmly in the 

viewer's mind, He clearly elucidates the way to salvation: 

"For that new lawe whoso schall lere, / In harte tham bus be 

clene and chaste" (11. 37-38). Consequently, the play-

wrights, by intro ducing the principles of the new law, have 

both implanted a nd defined the metaphor of atonement, 

thereby establishing the concept. Jesus's death, the atone

ment, makes eternit y possible for man. Furthermore, the 

player has projecte d this insight of eternity into both the 

technical construct and the theological meaning of The Last 

Supper as he enacts the role. 

In addition, the literal story line and the concrete 

images further generat e meaning. To begin with, the play

wrights encounter a monumental task of how to present the 

prophecy, an entirely abstract concept. They succeed 
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through rhe t or i c al strategies, the combination of Ol d Testa 

ment traditi ons such as the Passover, with New Testament 

events such a s the institution of the eucharistic rite. 

Whereas the dra mat i sts assign Jesus the task of explainin g 

the Passover, t hey never allow His speech to become monoto

nous; instead th ey have the disciples engage Hirn in 

dialogue. Whe n Jesus i nitiates the explanation of the 

Passover Feast, bot h Mark and Andrew assure Hi m that the y 

are familiar wi th this celebration. During this dialogue , 

the disciples e numerate three times (the number o f perfec 

tion signifying t h e Trinity) that the lamb is to be r oa s ted, 

and the repet i tio n becomes a rhetorical adumbration o f the 

death of Jesu s , t he La mb of God. The prophecy of the atone

ment resounds t hr e e t i mes in this first scene like a repeti

tive church bell a nswering a service. 

After t h e l it eral narrative of the Jewish Passover, t he 

dramatists po i nt to the cleansing of the soul through the 

literal washi n g of the feet. As it was a cust o m in the t i me 

of Jesus for lowly servants to wash the guest's feet, He 

places Himself in this humble position. First He physically 

kneels and t h e n He washes each of the disciple's feet, 

solemn g e stures of humility as well as concrete actions 

denoting t h e a b s tract concepts of humility. Afterwards, 

Jesus empl o ys a s im i le telling the disciples to be like a 

small chi ld , a f urther exemplification and concretization of 
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the virt ue of humility. Thus the literal story remains 

intact as Jesus meets with His twelve disciples to celebrate 

the Passov e r during which He kneels, washes their feet, and 

provides the m with the example of the little child as their 

model of fai th: three examples of humility (again the number 

of perfecti on) . The playwrights further concretize the 

literal stor y with concrete images such as the lamb, the 

water, and the i ncarnated deity. When God is anthropomor

phized, when J e sus is represented as a lamb, and whe n the 

physical (repres enting the spiritual) is cleansed with 

water, the litera l story physically portrays the fig ur ative 

metaphor of atone ment. 

Since acce s s to the text of the eucharistic ceremony no 

longer exists , only an hypothesis concerning the concrete 

symbols empl oyed by the dramatists in these lines can be 

offered. Th e c onjecture that the literal story follows 

the Gospe l acc ounts of Matthew, Mark, and Luke for the Last 

Supper , as do the oth e r extant cycles suggests the inclusi o n 

of concrete it ems such as the bread and the wine in addition 

to t h e i nca rnated deity. Although these concrete figures 

affect t h e s enses of seeing, feeling, touching, and perhaps 

smel l in g, thei r primary intent lies in their representa

t ions, the s p i ritual implications to expand faith. 

As t he story proceeds, Jesus, without hesitation, 

info r ms th e di s ciples that the betrayer is among them, after 
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which Judas, who until now has acted no differently from the 

rest, quickly announces that it is t1' rne for hi'm b - to e going. 

Interestingly enough, here Jesus refers to Judas not by name 

but as the "fende," the same epithet which He calls Satan in 

The Harrowing tl Hell. This one concrete image, an ep 1.'th t - e ' 

suggests the im med ia te metamorphoses of Judas into a serpent

man since it equates him with Satan. 

The literal story continues a s the playwrights include 

other animal images . First, Jesus appears imagistically 

as the shepherd watching over His people, the shee p . Ne xt, 

instead of si mply advising Peter of his (Peter's) three 

denials before morning, Jesus vows that Peter will deny 

knowing Him (Jesus) three times before the cock crows. 

Deconstructio n of these two passages as well as Jesus's 

being identifie d wi th the lamb and Judas's being called the 

"fende" draws atten tion to the four concrete animal images: 

Jesus as the innnocen t lamb dying for man, the people as the 

gullible sheep needing to be led, Judas as the lowly fiend 

(snake) lying in wai t to betray man (Jesus incarnate), and 

the crowing rooster, the symbol of the cock at dawn--which 

either sugges t s or explicitly stands for Christ (Baird 231) 

announcing the time of regeneration. These examples further 

translate to t he theological vein of the entire cycle as 

they picture Jesus (the perfect Lamb of God), man (the 

sinful sheep who is perfectible if he follows Jesus and 
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avai ls himself of atonement), Judas (completely sinful), and 

the cock (representing Christ and the time of rebirth). 

The literal story of the eucharistic rite demonstrates a 

completed theological action, the spirit reified in the 

host--Corp us Christi. When Jesus last meets with His disci-

ples to share the Passover meal, He takes the bread and wine 

and adds the spiritua l element as He turns them into His 

body and blood. Yet even after transubstantiation, the 

bread and wi ne also remain concrete entities. Jesus reifies 

His abs tract being with the commonplace daily food items on 

which man literall y lives, especially bread, in order to 

offer man a concrete symbol representing atonement. Since 

man must be pure in heart to partake of the eucharistic 

host, he is prepared to attain atonement; the metaphor of 

atonement is eviden t once again. 

The fi nal rhetorical strategy--antithetical or dichoto-

mous pairs--creates additional meaning. The playwrights 

employ antithesis in two identifiable ways: dichotomies and 

juxta position of characters. The opening sentence contains 

the rhetorical antithesis of night and day, a dichotomy. 

The dichotomies generate tension. For instance, the play

wrights develop sensitivity to the friction between the old 

law and the new law. While they connect particularized Old 

Testame nt laws given Moses for the Israelites to the new law 

of abstr act love brought by Jesus, they also reaffirm that 
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the new law does not completely replace the old law . 

Whereas the new law relaxes many of the more technical rules 

of lifesty le such as eating particular meats, it commands 

the people to live by loving and caring, not simply by the 

hard and fast dic t~tes of the Mosaic code which lacked the 

justification of fait h. Even though Jesus follows the Old 

Testament Jewish Law, He exemplifies the new law of Chris

tianity through His ultimate sacrifi ce, His death a s the 

Atonement, to sa ve mankin d. 

The dramatists scatte r these contrasting pai rs 

throughout the pla y. While washing the d isc ipl es' feet, 

Jesus impresses up on them that He is the example for bot h 

t he '30 u t he" and t he "e 1 d e" t o f o 11 o w a s we 11 as f o r tho s e 

in the "boure [ small r oom]" or those in the "hall" (lL 66-

67). In othe r words, Jesus reminds them to be humble to 

everyone in ever y place. The image of the young projects 

innocence especia lly sin ce Jesus uses the little child to 

exemplify humilit y; the old suggests wisdom. Whereas the 

contrast between the small room and the great hall basically 

implies the conce pt of everywhere, it also suggests the 

difference be tween the poor (the small room) and the rich 

(the great hall). Certa inly images of the poor touch the 

hearer as deeply a s thos e of a little child. Although these 

oppositions seld om construct a clear-cut picture, they imply 

rather shadowy images that intensify the overall concept. 
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Other di chotomies appear. Instead of merely saying 

"have faith," Jesus advises the disciples to "wotte [know] 

youre will both grete and small" (1. 77 ). Later He 

announces that what is written (the prophecy) "Schall be 

fulfilled, for kny ght or knave" (1. 143), not simp ly that 

wh a t he says shall come true for all people. "For knyght or 

k " h . h b h nave emp asizes tat ot the good and the bad equally 

will hear Jesus's wor d but that not all human beings will 

accept it. After wards, He tells the disciples to spread His 

Word throughout both "drye and wete" (1. 154), a reference 

much more meaningfu l than saying spread My Word to all the 

world because the refe rence suggests not only the arid 

biblical lands but also the jungles and rai n forests, places 

not always consider ed by the biblically oriented audience . 

These rhetorical dic hotom ies reinfo rce the metaphor of 

atonement. 

The second rhetorical a n tithesis, juxtaposit i on of char-

acters, forms a part of the oppositions emphasizing good 

ve rsus evil. Irony emerges when Judas so blatantly speaks 

of his treachery im mediately after John, whose heart may 

burst from pain, asks Jesus who will do this "doulful deed" 

(1. 99). Also, as has been noted above, the contrast of 

Judas's refe rence to Jesus's words, "all his sawes sore 

schall him rewe " (1. 111) with Jesus's admonition "Sese to 

ther sawes [words] that I schall say" (1. 117) demonstrates 
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a decisive break between the good and the evil characters. 

All in all, the playwrights' inclusion of rhetorical 

dichotomies strengthens the theological underscoring of the 

play as it delineates important elements of the literal 

meaning. This difference emanates from the word dichotomy, 

which sheds light on this whole deconstruction. Whereas the 

word dichot omy derives from the Greek dicha meaning "two" 

and temno "to cut," the word literally signifies "a division 

into two parts" (Runes 81). Theologically, in the Old 

Testament man was viewed as being divided into two parts, 

the soul and the body, the physical and the spir it ual, a 

binary implication which lies implicitly embedded in the 

rhetorical structure of the play. When the playwrights use 

the dichotomies, they speak to the physical as well as to 

the spiritual part of the viewer. The plays entertain the 

bo dy while they feed the soul. Whereas the critic can 

readily perceive this theological underscoring, the player 

must fully understand it so that he may deliver the part 

convincingly enough to stimulate th e e nergia of the audience 

which returns it to the pla y er and so forms the cyclic 

pr ogression among playwright, player, and audience. 

The Slayi n g 

Midrashic interpreta t io ns rev ea l dis s imilarities between 

The Last Supper and The Crucifixi o n in their literal and 
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symbolic use of time. Though words denoting time such as 

now, here, time, never, and soon occur in both plays, the 

connotation s of these words juxtapose dichotomies of their 

literal and symbolic values. Jesus completely controls both 

the action and the time of The Last Supper because His 

explanations of His actions extend the effects of those 

actions into the future and connect them to His truth, 

whereas in The Crucifixion, the soldiers control the action 

though they are constantly aware of the passage of time. 

Although Jesus acts as if each of His acts will influence 

all time, the soldiers struggle to complete a single act. 

Hence, the actions of Jesus and the soldiers become 

symb olic . Jesus's act brings to mind the universal truths, 

but the soldiers' acts imply chaos. The soldiers hardly 

complete one act before they rush to begin another; their 

acts are directed by a superior, not because they enhance 

man's journey torward the universal cosmic truths. The 

acts of Jesus contribute to order and eternity, while the 

acts of the soldiers symbolize chaos and confusion. 

play, most of the time references associated with the 

In this 

soldiers suggest man's time, an entirely different meaning 

from those references to God's time in the last play. 

Evidence of these references contrasts the symbolic uses of 

time. 

F · t ce references to time begin in line two when . or ins an , 
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Soldier I advise s that "This dede on dergh [length of t ime] 

we may nogh t draw e." The tone is set. This deed must be 

done quickly. Af ter Soldier II insists, "Latte ilke man 

helpe nowe as hym awe" (1. 8), Soldier IV closes the stanza 

by adding "Lat e here howe we schall doo, / And go we tyte 

thertille [quic kly thereto]" (11. 11-12). These time refer-

ences generate an urg ent mood in the first stanza, a mood 

that governs the entir e play. 

Similarly Soldier I begins the second stanza by contin

uing to emphasize confusion: "It may nojt helpe her for to 

hone [delay]" (1. 13). Soldier II continues this d isorder 

by adding tha t "He [Jesus] must be dede nedelyngis by none" 

(1. 15), after wh ic h Soldier IIT announces, "Thanne is goode 

tyrne that we be gynne " (1. 16). Every stanza uttered by the 

soldiers contai ns at least one reference to time . For 

instance, after Soldier II advises "latte vs haste hym for 

to hange" (1. 29), Soldier III reports that he was not the 

one slowing the work be ca use he had gone for more gear with 

"goode speede" (1. 29). Also each employs time references 

to · t 1 • lf boss For example , Soldier II pro Jee nirnse as , • 

asserts, "I ll e spede them that hym spare" (1. 71), afte r 

which Soldier III admonishes, "Have done belyue [qu ic k]" (1. 

73). Again eigh teen lines later, Soldier II reminds the 

others to use " special speede" (1. 81). 

· thr ughout the play in line Time refe re nces continue o 



122 

a fter li n e in words such as "snelly [swiftly]" (l. 1 18), 

"s ped el y" (1. 124) , and "faste" (1. 135). Then these 

particula r words of urgency decrease about half way th r ough 

The Cr ucif i xion at which point words like now, here, and 

never begin to dominate as they emphasize the mome n t more 

than th e ra pid pace . 

The many allusions to the concept of eternity f ound in 

The Las t Supper a re missing from this play . The only r e fer 

ence to et e r n ity in The Crucifixion occurs when Jesus pr a y s 

that the s o ld ie rs will eventually know happin e ss "withouten 

ende" ( 1. 59) . Although Soldier II employs the sa me ro ot 

word "en d e" when he says , "late no man spare f or speciall 

spee d e / Tille that we have made endyng" (1. 92), he does 

not imp l y the same meaning because he is spea k ing about 

e ndin g t he i r work, a physical act, whereas Jesus s peaks of 

th e s piri tual, an unending existence. Consequently, while 

the t e mpor a l effect of The Last Supper evolves from the past 

a nd the present to emphasize the future time, t he focus o f 

The Crucifixion centers on the narrow vision of the "here-

and-now." 

To accentuate further this chaotic effect, the play-

wright s repeat the word now fifteen times, the words here 

and soon eioht times each. By contrasting the pervasive 
--- 0 

rhetorical strategies of time references in these two plays, 

the dramatists render a very powerful theological statement. 
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While in The Last Supper they perpetuate the concept of 

everlasting time ensuing from Jesus, in contradistinction, 

in The Crucifixion, they dwell upon the present, ignoring 

the hope and promise of eternity. Since the soldiers' work 

focuses on death, their words reflect their actions. Yet 

ironically these soldiers, as nonbelievers, never realize 

that their work contributes to the availability of eternity. 

What theological irony it is that the soldiers help accom

plish what they can not avail themselves of since they are 

nonbelievers. Therefore, in The Crucifixion, present time 

erases future time for the soldiers, nonbelievers, who do 

not avail themselves of atonement and thereby deny them

selves the peace and happiness of eternity. 

The dialog ue among the four soldiers contributes to 

establishing the ethos of Soldier I. An insight into this 

dialogue emerges from the intratextual layers of the literal 

story and of the concrete representations; this insight 

exposes the soldiers' refusal to accord dignity to human 

beings as it reveals their lack of respect for Jesus and 

establishes man's inhumanity to man. First of all, the 

soldiers, who are so undeniably selfish, think only about 

themselves and the praise they will receive if they perform 

well. Immediately each character projects a selfish motive; 

each of them would subvert the other for his own benefit. 

This self-gratification particularly dominates the lines of 
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the f irst soldier, who appears to be in command. Throughout 

the play , he periodically reminds the other three to work 

harder a n d not to delay. Sixteen speeches of the forty that 

he speaks contain some reference to the compression of time . 

The first soldier controls the impetus that incites the 

othe r three to complete the job quickly. Furthermo r e, he 

insists o n their doing a good job, not for the sake of a j ob 

done well hut for the praise of the officials, especially o f 

Pilate. In eight of his forty speeches, Miles I refers 

either to the leaders of the law or to the praise that t hes e 

leaders mig ht heap upon the soldiers. The playwrights 

present th e soldiers so engulfed in the deadly sin of pride 

that this n eg ative force established in the text may be 

conveyed to the audience by players who contribute the 

reciproca l energia among playwrights, players , and audience. 

Hence , the playwrights develop a negative ethos for 

Soldie r I. Not only does this soldier insist on physical 

abuse, but a lso he inflicts mental abuse on Jesus as well. 

He be g in s this mental malediction in line sixty-nine when he 

remar k s, "Thao sawes schall rewe hym sore/ For all his 

saun teryng sane" (11. 69-70). In short, the first soldier 

e l i cit s pathos of resentment when he, in the same manner as 

t h a t o f Judas in The Last Supper, belittles the words of 

J esus, who, ironically, is the literal Word of God. Yet 

Sold ier I does not stop the mental abuse here. After Jesus 
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prays a comple tely unselfish prayer to the Father to forgive 

these men wh o know not what they do, this uncouth soldier 

derid es Jesus: "We, harke, he jangles like a jay" (1. 2 65) . 

He contin ues to mock Jesus by using political jargon as h e 

calls Hi m "This traitoure here teynted of treasoune" (1. 

7 7) • 

Furtherm ore, Soldier I employs concrete terms of torment 

to intensi fy the physical discomfort. He tells the others 

to pull violently on Jesus with the rope even if "all his 

synnous go asoun dre" (1. 132); this line is later fol lowed 

by "Ther c ordis have evill encressed his paynes" (1. 145). 

Yet the epitome of torture comes in lines 219-22 when this 

soldier tells the ot hers to let the cross fall into the 

mortise all a t o nce, "For certis that payne shall have no 

pere." Theref ore, thr ough the literal dialogue, the drama-

tists have cr eated Soldier I as a sadistic ogre. Yet the 

negative ethos projected by him does not show him entirely 

as a monster becau se the playwrights have structured their 

character of Soldier I to shunt the negative force of his 

character. 

The playw r ig hts construct this play from the soldiers' 

point o f vie w a nd focus only on their physical action inter

rupted twice by the spiritual in Jesus's invocations. 

Whereas they present the action bodily and overtly, they do 

not elicit fear from the unknown. This technique can be 
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compar ed to that of Sophocles, who presents Oedipus commit

ting an unthink able crime; since the crime is done openly 

and over tly in naivete, it does not immediately actuate the 

full horror. Seemingly the playwrights echo Peter's e xpla

nation when he tells the crowd (Acts 3:15-18) that they have 

"disown ed th e Holy and Just One"; they have slain "the 

author of l ife'' who acknowledges that they have ac ted out of 

ignorance when He b id s the Father to forgive them bec ause 

they know not what they do. The playwrights control the 

viewer's opinio n of these soldiers through cons cio u s 

artistr y. Thus, following the literal stor y line become s 

all impor tant to understanding this play. 

An exa mination of some of the concrete images off ers 

additiona l layers of meaning in the The Crucifixion. For 

instance, many images pertain to parts of the body . These 

images indu ce the viewer's conscious interest in the li t eral 

bodily ac tion of t he play. In all, twenty-six references to 

such con crete body parts as the bones, sinews, veins, 

fingers , hands , back , shoulder, or feet appear. Since the 

majorit y of these a na tomical parts do not evoke strong 

emot ional respons es, the soldiers ' use of such concrete 

tools as a ro pe , hammer, and nails on the hands, feet, 

bones, muscles, and veins, do not generate the kind of 

pathos t hat refe rences to the heart, blood, or skin 

(abstract connotatio ns as well as concrete) do. Also when 



127 

the playwrigh ts incorporate these concrete physical parts, 

they restri ct idiosyncratic allegorical, metonymic, or 

synecdocheic interpretations. The concrete allusions, 

conjoined with the literal story line and the loss of fear 

concerning the u nknown, limit possible interpretation by 

critics and p lay ers. 

The playwrig hts re verse this construct in Jesus's two 

invocatio ns. His first stanza, of twelve lines, contains no 

concre te images, on ly abstract ones such as "mind," "sin," 

"mankind," "souls," a nd "Almyghty God" (1. 49) . As the 

playwrights leap so quickly from the concrete action of the 

soldiers to the abstract prayer of Jesus, they gene rate 

tension because of the impossibility of wedding the two 

concepts. The stor y bounds from earth to heaven and then 

back, a juxta position through which the playwrights allow no 

time to deliberate the acti on. 

In Hi s sec ond supplication, toward the end of the play, 

Jesus includes both concre te and abstract terms. He beg ins 

this second prayer by referring to the way or street, which 

can be either concre te or metonymic according to how the 

· · · For example, " way" or "street" may critic inte prets it. 

imply the way of the cross, which suggests both a physical 

trudge and a spiritual climb. When Jesus speaks of His 

head, His han ds, an d His feet, He uses concrete terms which 

also contain elements of t he spiritual to evoke not the pity 
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felt for the soldiers but gentle love. Ov e ral l , the play

wrights have projected both the spiritual and the physical 

Crucifixion through rhetoric and have therefore created a 

benevolent pathos, especially when Jesus entreats the Father 

to "Forgiffs thes men that dois me pyne" (1. 260). 

Another element which forms an integral part of the 

undertone of this play lies in explicit references to 

Jesus's "sawes [words]." This feature appeared in The Last 

Supper when both Jesus and Judas referred to the words of 

Jesus. In The Crucifixion, however , only the soldiers make 

this reference. In the first allusion, "He schall nought 

dere vs with his "dynne [noise]" (1. 18), the fourth soldier 

refers to Jesus's words as nothing but noise; thus he empha

sizes the soldiers' non-acceptance of Jesus's words from the 

beginning. This same soldier later asserts that he hopes 

Jesus has "sesed of sawes that he vppe-sought" (1. 60), 

after which Soldier I answers, "Thoo sawes schall rewe Hym 

sore" (1. 61). Although they outwardly appear brash, they 

inwardly fear the words of Jesus because they do not under

stand the m; they want Him silenced so that His words will 

not disturb them spiritually. A sardonic reversal occurs in 

line ninety-seven when Soldier I bids Jesus tell them what 

He thinks about their work. They sarcastically elicit words 

of praise from Jesus about their physical work, words which 

they do not expect to hear. They are praising themselves. 
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Consequen tly, these references to words and speaking produce 

strong i rony since the soldiers should be praising Jesus 

instead of seeking praise from Him. 

Followi ng Jesus's invocation to the Father to forgive 

them, the so ldiers mock His words in a rhetorical hypocrisis 

as they like n Je sus's delivery of the prayer to the jangling 

of a jay an d the prattling of a "py" (11. 265-6 6). In 

particular, when the soldiers make fun of Jesus's describing 

the destructio n and rebuilding of the temple in three days, 

they foreshado w Jesus's dying and rising from the dead, His 

Aton e ment. The dramati sts here depend on the irony produced 

from the theo logical references, especially those to th e 

words of Jesus as reflections of His being the Word of God. 

Again, as in the las t play, the playwrights' use of dramatic 

irony, here center ed in the use of word, creates pathos 

which leads the audie nce toward atonement. 

The play wrights utilize dichotomies in the li teral text 

to strengthe n the structural dichotomies. First, Soldier I 

advises the other soldiers to tug on Jesus by pulling Him 

"by to ppe and taile" (1. 114). This reference equates Jesus 

to a n animal. Later, when Soldier II describes the wedges 

b .. h " l" t hat hold the cross in place as eing eit er sma e or 

"grete" (l. 238), he symbolically connects the small men who 

carr y out the work to the causes of the suffering of Jesus. 

Then Soldier I V, i n speaking of the cloak of Jesus, remarks 
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about whether it should fall to "knyght or knave" ( 1. 2 96), 

into the hands of either good or evil men .. Other than the 

reference to the entire world as "both este and weste" (L 

284), these contrasting pairs are scarce, yet they provide 

the needed emphasis; they reinforce the division of charac-

ters, the good from the bad. Whe r eas Jesus is "toppe" both 

physically and spiritually, the soldiers are "taile." He 

is also "grete" while they are "smale." Indeed He is 

"knyght" while they are "knave." These few disparate pairs 

gain significance in a paradigmatic analysis and undoubtedly 

intensify the mean ing that has so much impact on the 

audience. 

Furthermore , dichotomies exist in the structural 

contrasts of characters, the focus of the play. Whereas the 

soldiers ra nt and rave for 271 lines, Jesus speaks to the 

Father for only twenty-four. Yet His words are theologi

cally crucial to the text because both times He implores the 

Father to forgive the soldiers for their ignorance, the 

accusation they level on Him when they continue to mock His 

words and speech. Therefore, when Soldier IV boasts that 

their good work, i.e., their good deeds, should be spoken of 

around the world both "este and weste," he has naively 

stated a truth. 

The theological implications connected to the soldiers' 

drawing lots for Jesus's garment in the last stanza become 
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an integra l part of the drama. This action illustrates the 

final stripping of worldly goods from Jesus. The play 

wrights illus trate that the removal of the clo the s moves 

Jesus from the physical toward th e spiritual. Theologi

cally, through the concept of the "kirtil l" as being a 

seamless garment, they return Jesus to the swaddl ing clothes 

in which He was wrapped as a newborn; He has gone to His 

bodily death as the little child that he advised the disci-

ples to become spiritually. Furthermore, the seamless 

garment that the soldiers remove is Jesus's last vestioe of b 

earthly pos session s , yet He obviously does not need it. 

Even though Soldier I wins the 11 mantell , " it will do him no 

good sin ce it will not cover his sinful, graceless soul 

s howing through from the inside of him. 

Ultimate ly , the unraveling of these various meani ngs 

separates the theo logical threads of good and evil which are 

woven into the text. Whereas the playwrights fill the 

soldiers' lines with words denoting earthly time, they have 

Jesus countera cting this earthly time as He prays to the 

Father to save their souls "In welthe [happiness] withouten 

ende" (1. 59). They employ dichotomies to further contrast 

Jesus with t he soldiers and to build tension while the point 

of view (that of t he soldiers) creating the literal story 

lin e lessens the horror enacted in the play. Although no 

o ne particular establishes an interpretation, many particu-
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lars result in patterns which the players emphasize during 

perfor mance so that the viewers can distinguish good from 

evil. 

The Death 

The Death of Christ extends the theolooical threads of 
- ----- 0 

the Pa s si on plays as it presents a theological e xp lana ti on 

of The Crucifixion. As the dramatis t s cont ra s t the c h arac

ters of good and evil, they establish t h e s l o w- paced t e mpo 

of the ac tion t hrough Pilate's opening monolog ue, whi ch i s a 

parody o f Hebraic genealogy. Instead of trac i ng h is a nc es

tors, he sta tes, without proof, that he is " S i r P i l a te, a 

p rince wi thout pere" (1. 5). He continues th i s moc kery b y 

cla im i ng to be "Of gentillest Jewry" (1. 8). This hint o f a 

genealog y parodies not only that of Christ but of the Old 

Testame nt . From the beginning of this play, the playwrights 

e s tablis h P i late as a sophist, not a credible witness, 

ha ving no d is t inguishable past and no possible future. The 

ov e r all mood of the play suggests an effect of a t em por al 

li mbo, neither digressing too often into past t ime nor 

pr o jecting too much into the future, but literally and 

f i g u ra tively reinforces the concept of atonement intro-

d u c e d in pre v ious plays. 

In the third line, Pilate determines the t i me and place 

of t h e action as "here this day" (1. 3) and emphasizes this 



133 

referen ce by employing mostly present tense-verbs. Pilate 

uses the future tense only three times, and two of those 

(lines twenty-six and twenty-seven) are rhetorically pleo

nastic when he reminds the audience that he condemns "trans

gressours all" and advises them that he will continue to do 

the same in the future. In other words, he has learned 

nothing from the Crucifixion, but the redundancy of his 

lines underscor es the absurdity of Pilate's actions since he 

has allowed the condemnation of Jesus. 

Pilate's use of the past tense does not appear until 

the end of his opening thirty-nine line exhortation . In the 

conclusion of this opening monologue, he uses the change of 

tense rhetorical ly to shift the blame for Jesus's 
r, . vruci-

fixion from himself to the high priests Annas and Caiphas; 

"thus was you re w i lle" ( 1. 38). Through the words of 

Pilate, the playwrights have artfully employed time to 

g e n e r a t e t e n s i o n a ·s w e 11 a s t o a 11 o w P i 1 a t e t o s h i f t t h e 

guilt away from himself onto the high priests and ultimately 

onto the audience. 

Cai phas then employs all past-tense verbs as he attempts 

to justify the actions of all three for Pilate when telling 

Pilate that the Man they destroyed in haste was of false 

fait h. Annas reinforces this statement by reminding Pilate 

that Jesus was breaking the law. While Pilate contemplates 

their past actions, he tries to convince himself that he did 



the right thing: "I examynde hym right" (1. 51). 

he abru ptly shifts to the present tense. 

l 3Li

But then 

In his next four lines, Pilate attempts for the final 

time to shift the blame completely from himself onto Annas 

and Caiphas. He chastizes them for the speedy action s of 

the last play, The Crucifixion. Through his sophistry, he 

convinces himself that he is a good man, a prince of gentile 

"Jewry" who does not leap too quickly into such hasty deci

sions. He claims that Jesus died too quickly because the 

high priests insisted that the soldiers work rapidly; the re

fore, the blood of Jesus shall be on them, not him. The 

playwrights achieve dramatic irony theologically as Pilate's 

words pronounce that the blood shall be on them , not in 

them as Jesus advised when He enjoined the disciples to 

drink His blood. Here the playwrights have underscored th e 

play with the theological doctrine of atonement . Atonement 

occurs when Jesus sheds His blood, His blood that Pilate 

deems be on the high priests (responsibility for Jesus's 

death), the blood that Jesus shed to save mankind. When 

Pilate fails to recognize that Christ's blood removes 

responsibility for an action, instead of condemning the 

actor, he delivers the ultimate irony. 

Emphasis falls where the dramatists place it, on time 

itself. All of Pilate's sophistic reasoning implies that if 

the high priests had not rushed the soldiers through this 
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whole e v ent, Jesus would still be in their hands but not 

dead. The playwrights set the tone through Pilate's 

language. The language of the other characters follows 

suit. In this play, the pace of the action lessens be c ause 

the conte mp l ative dialogue explains what the Crucif i x i o n 

really mea ns t o each character individually. After Pil a te 

and the hi gh p r iests examine the events of the la s t play , 

they move aside so that Jesus can comfort Ma r y , Mar y 

Cleophus, an d J ohn. 

Th e pl a ywrights have Jesus use the presen t t ense when He 

addresses th e cr owd. To plant hope, Jesus uses verbs marked 

with future a spects when He states that He (Jesus) wil l die 

to make a mends for man's sins: "For thy misse amendis will I 

make" (1. 122). He also employs future aspects to designate 

John as Mary's e arthly son to replace Him, to assur e the 

thief on t he cross of salvation, and to refuse the s o ldi e r s' 

bi t te r dr ink. Through careful control of diction, the drama-

tists in c l ude a significant number of references to the 

eterni ty wh i ch may be attained through atonement. 

Wo r ds pertaining to time seldom appear during the 

s e v e nty - eioht lines amono Jesus, Mary, Mary Cleophus, and 
O 0 

Joh n. One intrusion of time occurs when Mary asks Jesus why 

the y s hould be parted "Foreuere" (1. 152). At this point, 

t he holie s t of women, Mary, is blinded by earthly time and 

for a moment loses the way on her journey towards eternity. 
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Yet Jesus patiently bridges the void for her by designating 

John t o become her son while she lives on earth. As John 

accepts be ing Mary's son, he immediately advises her to 

leave t hi s earthly, time-bound crowd. Otherwise these char

acters do not concern themselves with earthly time since 

they hav e hope for eternity. Their hope removes every 

barrier to e ternity. 

Whe n th e t hieves hanging on the two crosses on either 

side of J esus begin to speak, they refer to the earthly time 

of "now," an d t heir questions are full of "ifs." .Jesus 

answers t he m using terms similar to theirs so that they can 

compre h en d what He says when he stresses that "now this 

day / In para dise place principall" (11. 211-12) they will 

be with me . He explains salvation to them in the no~ time 

and punct uate s it with "this day" so that they can easily 

understand. 

As t h e s oldiers and high priests return, the time words 

again incr e a se. Whereas Garcia does not directly refer to 

tirne, h e e ffects the intent of urgency in a mocking tone as 

he ut t ers , "Fulle faste schall I springe for to spede" (1. 

224), af t e r which he fetches the gall and vinegar for Jesus 

to dri nk. When Jesus refuses the drink, He says that "nowe" 

He is rea dy, that now "all thing is done" (1. 258) . His 

· · t · 11 b wi· th God all time words emphasizing the spiri w i. soon e , -

exact momen t o f the Atonement. Mary reinforces this action 
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as she mourn s that her heart is heavy "nowe" that her Son is 

dead. The playwrights cluster these references to mark a 

definite ti me when Jesus dies from the life of the flesh and 

becomes th e gl orified Christ. The Centurion emphasizes this 

same particu lar moment when he says that "Gaddis sane 

verraye / Was h e this day, / That doulfully to de de thus is 

d ijt" ( 3 2 3 - 2 5). 

After the two Marys mourn the earthly time of now 

because Jes us is dead, Caiphas antithetically rejoices that 

since Jesus is dead now their "dere Sabott daye" is saved 

(l. 276). He tells the soldiers to go now so they may soon 

have the body down. When the playwright s re turn the focus 

to the prese nt, the pace of the action increa ses. 

Though Joseph and Nicodemus, the last two characters, 

convi nce Pila te that they will bu r y the body in speed, they 

tarr y and con template the meaning of Jesus's death . Their 

slower -paced actions reestablish the ordered, serene world 

that domina ted the action when Jesus instilled hope in His 

followers. Again at the close, the playwrights slow the 

ac tion thro ugh the dialogue contemplating the death of Jesus 

while they cont r ast references to urgency. Certainly when 

Joseph of Ar imathea advises Pilate "That lorde lele ay

lasty ng in lan de" (l. 326), he removes earthly time barriers 

to God's eter nity. 

As an extension of the slow-paced temporal mood, the 
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lit eral story unravels primarily as a repetition of The 

Cru cifixion with additions of Jesus's death , His being taken 

from the cro ss, and His being buried. Much of the story 

emerges froin the concrete images clustered in order to 

deliver a n impact. For example, the words hil l (three 

times), c ross (twice), rood (four times) , and tree (twice) 

all refer to t he place where Jesus is crucified (eleven 

times in tota l) an d extend the image of the crucifix. Also 

the image of king, not that of priest, shepherd , or messiah, 

is stressed five time s to foreshadow Christ's r ole as the 

harrower of hell (in the next play). Yet Jesus still 

remains the Son (eight times) Who always adore s an d respects 

both His Mother an d His Father. Through these word clus

ters, Jes us e merges as perfect man: savior, king, and son. 

Again in this play, as in The Crucifixion , the play

wrigh t s in clude c onc re te images of the body. All together 

twenty-n ine refere nces pertain either to the word~ 

itself (six times) or to parts of the body. Yet in this 

play, as was not true in the previous one, the heart and the 

blo od a dd emotional d epth (an abstract feel in g) to explain 

the events taking pla ce. Finally, by combining the previ

ously mentio ned c lus ters to those of ~ (m~ man , and 

mankind), of the piercing instruments (sword, knife, spear, 

and nails), a nd of the ground (clay, lande, grounde, and 

Brave), the playw rights construct a complete picture of 
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man's pierc ing and drawing blood from the many parts of the 

King's body as it hangs above the ground, a verbal 

crucifixio n. 

Specifically, in The Death of Christt the dramatists 

project meaning th rough three interpret ati ons as three 

points of view. First, Pilate, the high priests , an d others 

discuss their roles in the Crucifixion. Next, Mary, His 

dearly beloved Mother and John, the most beloved disciple, 

mourn the loss of Jesus. Last, two believers who ha rdly 

knew Jesus inter pret the theological aspects of His death as 

they engage in a med i tative dialogue that preaches as well 

as explains. As the playwrights tell the st o ry three times 

from three entire ly different points of view, they evoke 

anger through t he first account, compassion through the 

second, and tenderness through the third. 

This play uses rhetorical repetition to highlight the 

theolog y of atone ment and to increase the tension achieved 

through dichotomies in The Crucifixion. The two rhetori ca l 

strategies serve a similar purpose. In particular, this 

repetition presents each character's position repeatedly to 

lead the viewer towards the good away from evil. For 

instance, Pilate and the high priests extend their 

sophistic and evil natures by reemphasizing their positions 

towards Jesus's death. When ordered by Pilate to pierce the 

Sl.d f J I..,ongi· .nus echoes the words of God from the .... e o esus , 
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openi ng play of the cycle--"O maker vnmade full of might" 

(1. 30 0) - -thereby tipping the scale back to the side of 

good. Thi s line reiterates that God, not the e a rth l y 

leaders Pil ate or the high priests is the prime mov e r . 

Anoth e r rhetorical strategy that the playwrights use 

especially in Pilate's speeches conn e cts thi s pla y to The 

Crucifix ion through repetition of various wor ds . For 

instance, in the second stanza of The Crucifixion , whe n 

Sol d i e r IV speaks of Jesus, he remarks that " He schall 

nought dere vs with hi s dynne" (1. 18) . In th e t hi r d line 

o f thi s pl ay, Pilate tells everyone to "Devoyde all this 

dyn ne h e r e t his day." By equating Jesus's wo rd s to noise, 

P i la t e d is regards His words of wisdom. 

Rhe t or i cal repetition further emerges i n the themes of 

go o d an d evil. Whereas evil characters open this pla y , 

tho se r e presenting good close it. The final p l ayers, Joseph 

of Ar imathea and Nicodemus, extend goodness as they echo the 

wo r ds of Jesus from The Last Supper, "Myselfe schall parte 

itt 3 o u betwene" (1. 20). After Joseph says , "Take we hym 

d oune vs be twene" (1. 377), Nicodemus st a t e s, "Betwene vs 

t a ke we hym doune" (1. 378). These lines emphasize that 

J e sus exists between man and God as recorded in John 14:6 

when J esus states: "No one comes to the Father but through 

me." As a recapitulation, Joseph recalls the earlier words 

o f Jesus that explain atonement, "With bittirfull bale have 
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I bought, / thus, man all thi misse for te mende" (11. 183-

84). By shor tening them to two stress lines, by rhyming all 

three, and by closing with a three-stress line, the play

wrights furt her inten sify the concept of atonement: "This 

lorde so good e / That schedde his bloode, / He mende your 

m o o d e , / A n d b u s k e o n t h i s b 1 i s f o r t o b i d e" ( 1 1 • 4 1 3 - 1 6 ) • 

In this play, the playwrights have portrayed atonement and 

then reite r a ted it through the dialogue of the characters 

represen ting good. 

When hope disinteg r ates all barriers of time , man will 

enjoy all e ternity. The playwrights cluster concrete images 

in dialogue to grap hically portray the ag oniz ing death of 

Jesus th rough wh ich He establishes atonement. They include 

the the mes of good and evil by contrasting the good char ac

ters (Jesus, Mary, Mary Cleophus, and John) against evil 

ones (Pilate, Annas, Caiphas, and the soldiers). The Death 

.2_f Christ portra ys the moment of atonement by explaining and 

interpreti ng it through rhetorically effective strategies. 

The Salvation 

In The Harrowing .2.f Hell the dramatists employ some of 

the same techniques used in the two Crucifixion plays, but 

they create a comp let e ly d i fferent mood. Jesus as the main 

h b dl·ssolve temporal barriers in the 
c1 aracte r egins to 

f l l· nes of direct address to the audience. 
opening thirty - ive 
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He first recalls the sin of Adam and Eve (time past); next, 

h e remin ds the observer that His body lies in the grave 

(time pr esent); after that He declares His immediate plans 

to harrow hell (time future). Time barriers continue to 

dissolve i n hell as Adam, Eve, Isaiah, Simeon, John the 

Baptist, a nd Moses now coexist during the present t i me wh il e 

recalling their individual past eras. Because in this play 

relationshi ps exist outside historical time, the pl a yw r ight s 

people it wi th prophets of old. The relationships among th e 

prophets are the same as "[t]he relationship between Noah 

and Abraha m" (Kolve 119). Theologically the prophets of ol d 

live in God's time, eternity. 

The pri ma ry theological action of this play occurs when 

Jesus, Da vid, Satan, and the devils debate prophecies of old 

(past time ) . David reminds them that he was the one who 

originall y prophesied the harrowing, whereupon J e sus states, 

"Nowe is t he tyme certayne / Mi wonne in rnirthe ever more" 

(11. 225-2 8). 

on past ti. me, 

Yet the subject matter of their debate relies 

the prophets and prophecies of old. While 

Jes u s r eiter a tes that His prophets foretold this harrowing, 

Satan r ebuts by claiming that Solomon said that "whoso 

enters h e ll withynne / shall neuer come oute • " (11. 

282- 8 3) . 

Aft e r the debate, Jesus emphasizes eternity by reminding 

everyon e of what shall be in the future. Hence the entire 
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p l ay cen te r s upon the collapse of time through faith; the 

faithful, from all time past, present, and future, avail 

themselv es of atonement and thereby gain eternity. 

Time is dissolved not only through the story, the 

content, b ut also through technique, primarily through 

aspects of the verbs. The dramatists employ aspects of the 

verb to foc us attention on time changes. For example, only 

eighteen ver bs record a recently completed action. No verbs 

indicate ac tions completed in the distant past. Thus, the 

dramatists s t r ess continual, not completed, action. Whi l e 

thirty-one verbs designate past actions and at least fifty

nine verbs a re marked to indicate future time, more than 145 

denote t he p r esent. The playwrights combine all time past 

into ti me present to anticipate the future by moving back 

and fort h through time until freedom from the confines of 

time bo und a ries extends to eternity. 

In a drl i tion, the playwrights include repetition of 

particula r words that designate time. The word now 

appear s twenty-six times and yokes the past and the future 

to the pre s e nt. The continual references to now steadily 

decrease the divisions of time until all time representing 

bot h t he past and the future becomes now. 

The r ef e rences to actual time itself occur constantly 

(rhetoric a l c hronographia). Adam reminds the audience not 

once but t wi ce, first in the beginning (line 39) and then 
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again towar ds the end (line 354), that it has been "Foure 

thowsande and sex hundereth 5re" since the Creation, but 

Jesus imm ediately erases this time-span consciousness by 

r a i s i n g a 11 t he p r o p he t s f r o 111 v a r i o u s p r e - m en t i one d t i m e 

. t th " " d f . in o e now an or eternity. 

Furthermor e, the playwrights project numerous r eferences 

to eternal time. For instance, Jesus first decla res that 

"Thare schall e mankynde wonne euermore" (L 15), and then 

speak s of "endles joie" (1. 35), "Where synffull care shall 

euere encrees " (1. 292), "withouten ende" (11. 300, 404), 

"bliss that schall neuer blynne" (cease) (1. 236), "euer 

more" (1. 228), "neuer sesse " (1. 294), and "Whe r .3e schall 

neuere of soro wes see" (1. 388). 

denote the feeling of eternity. 

All of these instances 

In addition, Isaiah speaks 

of "evenvnt il l ende" (1. 52); Simeon, "liffe lastand" (1. 

66); and David, "Ne suffre neuer" (1. 378). Even Satan 

refers to "Allway" (l. 168), "The vttiremeste end" (1. 232), 

a d d d · ht (1 261) to recall that an eternal - n ay an nig .. • - , 

punishment exis ts. These fifteen examples alone suggest 

that worldly time is of little importance because life is 

everlas ting an d eternal for the believer who avails himself 

of the Atonement made for him through Jesus's death, or on 

the other hand, i s never ending for the unbeliever who 

dwel ls in the confines of hell. All signs and symbols cause 

the past, the present, and the future not only to blend but 
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also to lose their definitions in eternity because of the 

Atonemen t, the main focus of the drama. 

As the playwrights present this temporal concept through 

rhetorical strategies, they subtly bring about the movement 

from the pre sent to the past to the future. Sallie McFague 

sees th:Ls phenomena as "a common and at the same time 

complex process" (57). 

In this case, the play operates as a daydream which 

comes true when Christ retri ev es the believers of old from 

the dept hs of hell. The prophets' daydream, their hope 

based on faith, becomes reality through atonement and is 

enacted when Christ physically saves the believers of old. 

Thus, this metaphor of atonement erases time barriers which 

have sto od in the way of man's achieving life after death in 

the past . Atonement as metaphor becomes literal through 

Christ's actions. The reality of Christ's physically 

bringing the souls from hell stands as a literal example of 

atonement. McFague explains the dual reality, which applies 

to ato n emen t, as a "two-dimensional thought" which "criti-

cizes 'what is' by means of 'what might be' not in 

order to destroy it but to ~ beyond it" (57). Theologi

cally this concept of moving beyond "is the basis of 

Christian hope, of Jesus as the parable of the kingdom" 

( 5 7). McFague claims that many theologians can accept 

Christianity as being eschatological "provided such a 
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perspectiv e does not discard the present. That is, the 

kin 0odom is not only ahead of us ' • • • but it is also in our 

midst" (57). By constantly including the word the 

playwrig hts connect the future to the present, the metaphor 

to the literal even though that metaphor moves far beyond 

the lite r a l in to eternity. In other words,~ in the play 

consists of the past plus the future as experience d in the 

present to create eternity. 

While the playwrights synthesize time, they emphasize 

the literal meaning of t he text. Whereas the metaphor 

develops , it develo ps from the literal, the text, and never 

displaces the literal; it simply connects to the literal to 

extend meaning. As the metaphor expands, "the analogy for 

human knowing is not the Cartesian machine but the evolu

tionary organis m--the stretching of the whole creature 

beyond itself into the unknown" (McFague 60). The metaphor 

of atoneme nt exte nds into infinity, yet it also rests on the 

concrete salva tion of souls from hell. Christ literally 

goes into hell and brings the prophets back to live for 

eternity . The a bstract concept of atonement becomes literal 

in The Harr owing of Hell when Christ physically saves the 

faithfu l souls. 

The literal story line is further strengthened by a 

concentration of concrete images. For example, instead of 

saying that the devil tempted Adam and Eve in the Garden of 
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Eden, the playwrights write that "The feende tharne wanne 

with trayn e / Thurgh frewte of erthely foode" (lL 9-10). 

The words feende, wanne (makes his way), frewte, erthely, 

and foode are concrete, and describe the "feende" slinking 

through the Garden of Eden tricking Eve with the "erthely 

frewte. " This concretization adds a visual dimension to the 

play. 

Furt herm ore, .Jesus does not use the abstract term death 

when He tell s how He made Atonement; instead He maintains 

that He re gained salvation for man "Thurgh bying [it] with 

my bloode" (l. 12). The concrete word blood projects images 

to evoke recollections pertaining to blood and recalls 

vario us pict ures of the Crucified Christ with the blood on 

his hands, feet, and side. 

In partic ular the symbol of light that Jesus sends into 

hell to an no unce His coming concretizes grace: "And some 

signe sc hall I sende before/ Of grace, to garre ther gamys 

begynne" (ll. 19-20). This concrete symbol of light 

con tinues t hroughout the play as a leitmotif. Adam 

"glori·ous 0
0

leme to make us glad" de scribes the light as a 

(1. 42); Isaiah reminds us of his prophecy that "a light 

1 d " (1 54)· and Moses not only schulde on thame en e • , 

descr ibes God's appearance to him on the mountain in the 

as he States' "And his face like to the sonne 
terms of light -

90) but also r etorts that "No man on molde was 
to sight " (1. 
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so mygh ty / Grathely to lake agaynste that light" (11. 91-

92). John the Baptist, in recounting the baptism of Jesus 

and the descent of the Holy Ghost "Als a white dowue doune 

on hym than ne" (1. 78) avows that "His light is on vs laide" 

(1. 83). When Simeon recalls the presentation of Jesus in 

the temple, he likens the coming of Jesus to a "light th ou 

hast purue yed / To folkes that liffis in leede" (11. 69-70) . 

None of the d e vils even mention the light (it has been noted 

before th at they can not see the light); all they are aware 

of is what t hey consider the "vggly noyse" (1. lOl) . Thus, 

the dramatists take the abstract concept of grace (which the 

unbelie vers lack) and present it as the concrete symbol of 

lig ht whic h can be seen by the believers. 

Othe r c oncrete references appear. First, when Isaiah 

speaks of Christ, he refers to Him as "That seede to save v s 

nowe" (1. 58). Later, Jesus becomes the victory which is 

"promised to mans seede and posteritie" (1. 21). Next John 

the Baptis t and Simeon use concrete terms when they desc ribe 

their contact with Jesus as touching Him with their hands. 

Whereas Simeo n tells that he embraced Jesus with his 

"hande," John the Baptist recalls baptising Jesus with both 

his "hende." Finally, after David describes Christ 

concret ely as a warrior-king, the first devil, in ironical 

antithesis , employs all concrete terms as he dubs Jesus "the 

Jewe that Judas solde" (1. 147). 
Thus, through these 
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concrete images, Jesus becomes incarnate from the seed 

spoken of by Isaiah, to the baby embraced by Simeon, to the 

man baptised by John the Baptist, to the warrior-king 

described by David. Rather than tracing the biblical gene-

alogy, the playwrights have skillfully augmented the life of 

Christ through concrete images. 

In this play the playwrights layer the rhetorical 

e lements through juxtaposition and contrast to create addi

tional meanings . To this end, the playwrights contrast 

.Jesus's opening in The Harrowing Qf Hell to that o f Pilate 

in The Death of Christ. Whereas Pilate's lines exude pride, 

Jesus's emit authorit y tempered with humility. While Pilate 

addresses the elder s and lords, Jesus speaks to His "frendis 

that in me faith affies" (1. 29). Furthermore, as Pila te 

deems himself a prince without peer of gentile "Jewry," 

Jesus simpl y and humbly claims to fulfill the promise of God 

the Father wi t hout mentioning a superior ancestry while the 

playwrights in vent an augmented history of Jesus through 

rhetorical strategi es. Both Jesus's and Pilate's opening 

monolog ues not only establish the moods of the individual 

plays but also enhance the ethos of Jesus and set forth 

Pilate's negative qualities. In these monologues, the play

wrights have allowed the player to address the audience 

directly. 

Besides Jesus and Pilate, contrasting characters in The 
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Harrow ing .2.f Hell emphasize the theme of the play, good 

versus evi l • .Jesus and His prophets are foils to Satan and 

the devils. The dramatists present the best of all good, 

Irony God, juxtap osed against the worst of all evil, Satan. 

emerges when Jesus debates with Satan as to whether He 

(Jesus) can remove the good souls from hell or not; Christ 

s tands face to face with Satan and echoes the words Moses 

conveyed to Pharoah: "[l]atte my pepul pass" (1. 211) . 

Although the most potent contrasts emerge in the charac

ters , still a few contrasting pairs intensify the theme. 

Jesus initia tes these contrasting pairs when He avows that 

He will co me again to judge both the "good and ill / Tille 

e ndles joie or peyne" (11. 34-35) and establishes the 

themes. Paired oppositions do not appear again until 250 

l i nes late r, this time from a character in direct contrast 

to Jesus , Satan, who speaks of "frende" or "foo" (1. 287). 

Satan also enu nciates the final antithesis when he warns 

that he will walk "este and weste" (1. 333) to turn man from 

the new la w. Altogether, four contrasting pairs, two spoken 

by Jesus and two by Satan, set the theme of good versus 

evil. The first three sets point directly to good and evil. 

The fina l c ontrasting pair~ and west appears metaphori

cally as ea st symbolizes the good, rebirth in the rising sun 

and west denotes evil, death in the setting sun. Thus Satan 

will journey everywhere, both to the good places and to the 
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bad, to snare the souls of men. 

Subse quently, the literal action of Jesus descending 

through hellmouth into the underworld where He retrieves the 

good souls f r om hell produces an array of meanings. This 

array unfol ds through rhetorical strategies - -how the message 

is convey ed. As layers unravel through analysis , repetitive 

references to time erase earthly temporal barriers. As 

these barriers fall, Jesus brings all the redeemed f rom 

hell; the good contrast to the evil, who are left in he ll. 

The theme of good versus evil is emphasized further through 

contrasts, es pecially through the symbolism of light and 

darkness. The ultimate antithesis appears in the debate 

between Jesus and Satan as they stand in hell and battle 

using words, not force. 

The Rising 

In The Resurrection, the playwrights fulfill the 

prophecy made by Jesus in The Last Supper when He told t h e 

d 1 h 1
1
1 e would ri·se from the dead in three days. iscip es ti a t 1 

Because th e physical presentation of this phenomenon incurs 

difficulty, the playwrights must resort to other ways of 

exten ding this message. 
Therefore, they turn to rhetorical 

strategies h meanl·ng of The Resurrection. 
to convey t e 

In the opening line, the playwrights introduce rhetor-

ical strateg ies that dissolve time barriers. Pilate (again 
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addressing the "Lordingis") commands them: "listenys nowe 

vnto me" (emphasis added). Pilate insists that all present 

listen to him and that they do so "nowe." He tries in vain 

to contro l the action, but he is unable to control what has 

transpire d in the past; and if he continues to deny Christ, 

he will not change his future. He tries to manipulate both 

the people and the events in the "here-and-now" by consoli 

dating all time into the present. One except ion occurs when 

Pilate seek s to "mayntayne vs [himself and the high priests] 

euermore the awe" (1. 71), a statement which heightens this 

desperate situatio n and becomes ironic. He has no percep 

tion of e ternity nor any chance of receiving awe from 

anyone, nei ther from the good characters because he is evil 

nor fro m the evil characters because they are too self

centered to prais e him. 

Most of the ti me-related words that Pilate employs such 

as "here " (1. 8), "this day" (1. 10), "this tide" (1. 53), 

and "now" con vey only the present. As a nonbeliever, Pilate 

comprehen ds only the "here-and-now"; his other references to 

time appear ironic when he convinces the soldiers that he 

trusts in their force both day and night. Later when he 

tells them to foster their fabrication both "nyght and day" 

(1. 446), his references to continuous time mark the nega-

tive quality of his ethos. 

Totally, more than seventy direct references to time 
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appear in The Resurrection. Whereas nearly three-fourths of 

the dialo gue takes place among Pilate, the high pries t s , and 

the soldie rs, and whereas these men can conceive of l i ttl e 

more than the present time, the most often used wo r ds ar e 

here a nd n o w, which are further punctuated by words such a s 

soon and t his~. Pilate and the high priests want t h is 

confusi on c o ncerning Jesus's death "this day" (l ~ 10) 

mentioned " no more" (1. 24). The Cen t urion, however, 

reminds t h em of the miracles that took place "this day " ( 1. 

41) when J es u s died, and he extends these miracles in to 

"both day a nd nyght" (1. 52) by encompassing all time. The 

sold iers, wh o ca n perceive only the present, interpret the 

past of th e Cr uci f ixion as "this day." When the Centurio n 

ans wers , he repeats "this day" to encourage the soldiers to 

realize tha t Ch r ist is the Son of God. Thus, as the var io us 

spea kers use words referring directly to time, each contri-

butes to his ethos either good or evil. 

The f ir s t c har a cter representing good is the Centurion. 

In his fi f t y-three lines, he explains the significance of 

the Crucifixi on .. As he pictures the "here-and-now," the day 

that Jes us d i ed, he utilizes the description of the sun, the 

moon , and the s t a rs , all which denote periods of time. 

Si nc e the sun , moon, and stars--the light evoked [for the 

medieva l pl a yw r ight] by God on the first day of creation-

This Chr i st died in utter darkness. 
ceased to shi ne , 
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complet e darkness as a double entendre equates the physical 

phenomeno n of darkness with the souls of the men who perpe

trated this terrible deed and who will dwell in darkness now 

and will so dwell through eternity: "In this ilke werke that 

3e d i d w i r k e / No ugh t a 11 o n e t he s o n n e w a s m i r k e" ( 1 1 • 1 O 9 -

10) • 

Besides warning the wicked officials about los ino the ir 
0 

souls, the Cent urion reminds them of eternity three times. 

He first state s that he will stand by the fact that Jesus 

was God 's Son "euermore" (11. 75-78). Next, he assu res them 

that all he has spoken is the truth "euermore" (1 .. 108). 

Finally, he bid s the officials in parting, "God graun t e you 

grace that 3e ma y kn awe / The sot h a 1 way" ( 11. 119-20). 

Hence the Centurion includes the words evermore and always 

to emphasiz e eternity three times, a number suggesting the 

Trinity, th e number of perfection. Through the words of the 

Centurion, the playwrights move from "this day" beyond time 

divisions in to an eternal time. The Centurion makes 

sixteen either direct or indirect references to time in his 

fif ty-three lines. 

The use of time by the three Marys differs completely 

from that of the Centurion because they extend time beyond 

the boundaries of this earth to the timelessness of eter

nity. Firs t each Mary refers to the evils of which Jesus 

was fals ely accused. These differences make clear that 
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Jesus performed these acts neither on earth nor in any other 

place of God's creation, and they easily connect Jesus to 

eternity. Nonetheless, interest of the three Marys turns to 

the present a s they momentarily wonder about "nowe" and 

forget abou t ete rnity. Since they have not seen Christ and 

since they h a ve re ceived the news of His Resurrection f rom 

the Angel, they forget eternity and their feelings o f help

lessness show their post-lapsarian concern with "nowe ." 

The playwrights' use of "here" focuses time to a 

specific place an d further separates post-lapsa ria n man from 

eternity unless he accepts atonement offered through the 

death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. As the Angel 

informs t h e three Marys that "He [Jesus] is noght here the 

soth to saie " (1. 241), he tells them they may see the 

shroud here. The Angel further declares that "He [Jesus] is 

rese n and wente his way" (1. 245). Thus, the three Marys 

must accept that Christ has risen on faith and on the 

Angel's word. 

Since the remainder of the play belongs to the four 

d h h · 1 ri· ests the "here-and-now" soldier s, Pilate, an t e ign P , , 

1 than befo re and furthers the separa-
become more preva ent 

tion of fallen man from eternity. Yet, toward the end of 

the play, Pilate and the first soldier both refer to night 

and day (continual time) three times, when they describe how 

"ten ml. men in goode araye" (1. 421) removed Jesus from the 
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This fabrication juxtaposes eternal bliss for the 

belie ver with eternal horrors for the non-believer. 

The literal story of this play can be summarized in ten 

words: He is not here; He has risen from the grave. 

Construct ing situations which allow both believers (i.e. the 

Marys and the Centurion) and nonbelievers (i.e. Pilate and 

the high priests) to display the consequences of their 

positions, the playwrights show individual understandings of 

the Resurrection. The believers begin a "pilgrimage toward 

truth [which] is hesitant ::ind awkward" (Travis 201). To 

continue this journey, the playwrights have the angel 

narrate the whole story of the Resurrection in a compressed 

speech of sixteen lines. They present this truth by showing 

the Chri stian believers on their "tortuous pilgrimage toward 

belief" (201). Whereas the believers begin to make progress 

on thei r journey toward truth, the non-believers are trapped 

in a debate over the acceptability of their actions. Pilate 

tries to convince himself that he had no other choice than 

to order the death of Jesus and convinces himself and them 

through sophistic reasoning. 

The grouping or clustering of concrete images proves yet 

another effective rhetorical strategy. Basically these 

images can be categorized into four major divisions: those 

pertaining to geology, those referring to the temple, those 

concerning man or men, and those relying on the authority of 
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the words. 

First, the geological references to the sun, moon, 

stars , earth (land), stones, light, and world provide a 

rhe torical framework to turn nature upside down at the time 

of Jesu s 's death. This rhetorical inversion of a n upside

down situation automatically instigates tension. The play

wrights further the tension by paralleling geological refer

ences to those of the temple. For instance , the vei l 

tearing in Herod's temple at the moment of Christ's 

Crucifixion stimulate s the tension by disrupting the reli-

gio us scene in a surprising occurrence a The th eo logical 

implicati ons of it become apparent when the critic ties this 

epis od e to the atonement made possible through Jesus's death 

and risin g and points out to the player that in He ro d's 

Temple, this ve il hung between the Hekal and the Devir , the 

holiest place. The Devir remained empty at all times and 

was ente red only "once a year, upon the Day of Atonement" 

(Tenney 835-36). As this veil is rent, the event disrupts a 

particular aspect of the temple and suggests an important 

theological point. Just as Jesus introduced the new law and 

made God accessible to man, the rending of the veil at the 

same time as Jesus gives up His life allows man accessi

bility to the holiest realm. Jesus's Atonement makes eter

nity possible for man. This theological concept cannot be 

dismissed in the overall scheme of the drama since the 



1.58 

Atonemen t forms the core of this Passion play group. The 

playwrights' skillful rhetorical patterning ties the literal 

to the symbolic. 

man, Third, the majority of the concrete images refer to 

his body, and his adornments. Man (men), body, person, 

knights, child, women, sister, folk, and corpse as well as 

all the proper names specifically identify the characters 

who portray the var iation of behavior that exists in human 

nature and the absolute goodness of Jesus, Who as incarnate 

man becomes the ultimate sacrifice. Along with the refer-

ences to the people, references to concrete parts of the 

body--hands , feet, bones, and heart--appear. The combina-

tion of these particularities of the body with those of the 

wounds points to the particular parts of Jesus's body dese

crated by men during the Crucifixion. 

Also the adornments of man include the clothing of the 

angel and the shroud wrapped around Jesus at burial. These 

adornments are described as the white clothing on the Angel 

and the shroud (assumed to be white) which covered Jesus's 

body. Both, white, recall a symbol of purity preserved in 

the white linen of the church, the altar cloths and the 

communion cloths. Indeed, when these concrete images become 

clustered, their significance intensifies the basic meaning 

of the drama achieved through the rhetorical patterning, the 

skills of the playwrights. 
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Finally, by relying on the authority of the word and 

wo r ds, the playwrights disclose the truth through authority 

and ir ony. When Pilate and the high pries ts ref er to words , 

irony e nsues because the words of these men ar e n o t to be 

trusted. The Centurion establishes doubt a s to the cred i -

bilit y of these same men who do not pay attention to h i s 

word s . Thes e references to the word connect the text o f the 

play t o th e o p eni n g sent e nce of the Gospel of J ohn i n wh ic h 

he state s : "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God; a nd the Word was God" (John 1 : 1) . Hen c e , th es e 

clus t er ed con c r e t e i mages that the playwrights embedde d in 

the text becom e lay e rs of meaning that the cr i tics uncover 

and that p lay er s inc o rporate to evoke energia during 

per f o rmances of this play. These concrete images when clus

tered f urther the belief of Christian i ty. 

In addition, the playwrights utilize dichotomies to 

point out extremes and disparate meanings. Handelman 

writes, "To see the similar in the disparate is what leads 

th e mind to the universal" (34). These rhetorical 

c ontra r ies appear twelve times, mostly in the beginni n g a nd 

in the end of the play, five within the first hundred lines 

and six within the last thirty-five. For instance, although 

t he high priests stand firm concerning their decisions about 

the Crucifix i on, Pilate's self-doubt overcomes him and 

cau s e s him to question their past actions. He puzzles that 
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they have "Hertle •.• nowthir of olde ne 3ing" (1. 27) 

because he had fully expected to be praised for his decision 

(just as the soldiers had expected praise from him and the 

other officials for their good work). Though the play-

wrights could have expressly stated the absence of praise, 

they deliberately expressed that Pilate did not receive 

praise from old or young, a statement which includes a wide 

variation of referenc es ranging from the child (young) to 

the elderly. 

Later the Centurion uses the same dichotomy but in an 

entirely different manner. When he speaks of the elements 

both old and young, he uses them to personify the sun, moon, 

s t a r s , e a r t h , a n d s t o .n e s , w h i c h a r e c o n s t a n t s • Furthermore, 

he sees the constants mourning and connects them to the 

earthquake. 

Besides referring to the geological phenomenon, the 

Centurion also relates how the "dede men rose, both grete 

and small" (1. 97). The phenomenon of dead men rising from 

the grave evokes pathos, but the most important part of this 

statement lies in the rhetorical implication of "both grete 

and smale." This antithetical pair includes all men and 

emphasizes that everyone can be saved whether he be great 

or small. Furthermore, the playwrights have the Centurion 

deliver this line, a man who though not particularly great 

is human, yet was sinful, though now a believer. They 
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present the message of Christ, hope embedded in salvation, 

through this character. 

Another use of dichotomies further debases Pilate and 

c ontributes to his negative ethos. As Pilate abruptly tries 

to nullify the Centurion's witnessing, he rebukes him by 

saying that the dead men's rising "myght be done thurgh 

soc ery" (1. 104) and that the darkness of "both sonne and 

mone" (1. 101) could be just an eclipse wr i tten about by the 

scribes. 

The playwrights then exclude d isparate pairs until line 

420, where Pilate, the high priests , and the soldiers fabri

cate the story of how the body of Jesus was taken from the 

gra v e through force. Both Pilate and the first soldier try 

to i mpress on all present that they must each tell every man 

'' b o t h n (} t a n d d a y e " ( 1 4 2 0 ) i n e v e r y c o u n t r y b y " n y g h t o r 

daye" (1. 434) this same fabrication "both nyght and day" 

(1. 447). This fabrication must be constantly retold to 

keep the truth buried forever. By this time, Pilate has 

convinced himself that the lie they have concocted is the 

truth. He no longer possesses the self-doubts of the begin-

ning of the play. 

Pilate's last stanza contains two dichotomies, the first 

containing dramatic irony. Whereas he blamed the high 

priests for putting Jesus to death and then accepted Annas's 

couns el to lie about Jesus's rising from the grave , now he 
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has the audacity to utter: "Thus schall the soth [truth] be 

boug ht and sold/ And treasoune schall for trewthe be told" 

(11. 449-50). The playwrights have developed fully the 

negat ive ethos of Pilate, who not only lacks trustworthiness 

but who also exudes weakness. Because he possesses no true 

convic t i ons of his own, he only reflects the ideas o f his 

evil a d v isers. Pilate, in this his last appearance of the 

cycle , tr ies t o play God but does it without conviction or 

au t hori ty. His actions are antithetical to those of Jesus. 

He is po mpou s yet indecisive and unworthy of the authority 

grante d h i m, whereas Jesus teaches humility. Pilate's final 

sophistr y declares that his "counsaile" will "clene" the 

heart s o f a ll (1. 452). Pilate, like Satan and Judas, 

rarel y speaks the truth and does not accept pure truth. 

I n The Resurrection, the playwrights skillfully employ 

r h e t or i c al strategies to erase time barriers. The speeches 

of t h e e vil characters such as Pilate, the high priests, and 

the s oldiers denote present time, whereas those of the three 

Ma rys and the Centurion point toward eternity. Addition

all y, t h e clustered concrete images and dichotomies as exem

pli f i ed i n the geological references to the sun and moon 

met a phorically augment the literal text. As players inter

nal ize these layered meanings, they project energia when 

the y perform a rhetorically effective play. 

Chap t er III deconstructs the five plays of the York 
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Passion segment composed of The Last Supper, The 

Crucifix ion, The Death .£f Christ, The Harrowing _£f Hell, and 

The Resur rection through Midrashic interpretation, a branch 

of ra bb inic hermeneutics. This analysis discovers extended 

meanings tha t the medieval playwrights include d in the text 

of the York Cycle. 

Thro ugh the paradigmatic deconstruction of each play this 

analysis demons t rate s how time barriers disso l v e and how the 

literal te xt contain s multiple layers of me aning. Nex t, the 

layered mean ings a re uncovered by deconstructi ng concrete 

images and dic hotomies or contrasting pairs . For i nstan ce, 

in The Last Supper, Jesus's contro l of etern ity marked by 

asp ects of th e verbs indicates time references in the 

literal st ory because hope in the future dominates the 

prophecy of the Pass i on. The playwrights construct the 

prophecy th rough concrete images such as the shepherd symbo

lizing Jesus , the sheep, the people. Contrasting pairs 

emphasize the greatness generated in humility and the base-

ness fo unded in pride. When The Crucifixion relies on the 

soldi ers for i ts action, it focuses on the present time, th e 

"here-a nd-now." 

The third play, The Death .2f Christ, centers time refer-

ences on th e d if ferent components of characters who present 

differen t points of view; the evil characters speak in terms 

f h t Whl
'le the good characters include aspects of 

o _ t e presen 



eternity . Rhetorical repetition become apparent in the 

litera l story, which is told three times, and in the 

concrete c lusters, which emphasize particular concepts. 
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The play wrights connect the past with eternity as they 

compress both into the present in Th~ Harrowing Qf Hell. 

Throug h this representation of eternity, Jesus literally 

saves the re deemed souls from hell as a physical demonstr a

tion of a tonement. The playwrights intensify this li t er al 

salvation wi th concrete refe r ences as Satan is called the 

"feende" equating him to a low-lying monster. In th is pla y, 

primary co ntrasts occur between characters , namely Jesus and 

Satan. 

1n t he last play, The Resurrection, the playwrights 

differenti ate between characters by establishing their ethos 

through differe nt t echniques, one being through time-related 

words beca use the literal story is narrated by these charac

ters whose reliability must be judged. Also, th e dichoto

mies separa te th e good and evil natures of the cha r acters 

while the clus tered c oncretizations picture a world turned 

upside down. 

From this analysis, the players can draw profiles of 

the i r ch a racters and play them convincingly to generate an 

ener gia which, when reciprocated, returns the energia to the 

stage to in vigorate the players. Neve r theless, the energia 

stems fro m the rhetorica l strategies found in the text by 
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the cr itic who unravels the layered meanings to uncover the 

theo logical metaphor of atonement, which makes salvation 

possi bl e through grace. 



Notes 

1 
Susan Handelman quotes from Henry Slonimski's article 

"The Philoso phy Implicit in the Midrash," Hebrew Union 

Colleg e Annual 27 (1956; rpt. New York: Ktav, 1968), p. 236. 

2 
This exegesis appears in The New Americal Bible 

sponsore d by the Bishops' Committee of the Confraternity of 

Christia n Doctrine. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCOVERY AND DELIVERY 

Ideally, a rhetoric should show how the application 

of the devices and principl2s--and often their 

violation-- produces in us the effects we admire and 

enjoy under the name of artistic experience. 

Jacq ues Barzun (44) 

Rhetorical stra tegies skillfully employed by the 

playwrights of the York Cycle Passion plays lead their 

audie nce toward faith and belief in Ch rist's Atonement for 

mankind. These playwrights augment and retell biblical 

truth to strengthen the points of view of the audience by 

using a preselected norm and by recasting it through rhetor

ically effect ive texts. To discover these truths and to 

unravel their stra tegies, the critic deconstructs their 

texts by analyzi ng how the playwrights produce effective-

ness. This deconstruction of the Passion segment texts 

r elies o n li near processes preliminary to a paradigmatic 

interpreta tion of evidence. Before completing this rhetor

ical analysis, the critic identifies sources of the subject 

matter and its changes. 

First, the critic identifies the sources of the subject 

matter and its changes during the playwrights' invention. 

167 
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Next , he examines structure (arrangement and organization) 

and , through analysis, projects the meaning of atonement. 

Then analysis of style (including the rhetorical devices) 

explai ns the methods of persuasion and allows speculation on 

how p l a y wrights persuade their audiences to avail themselves 

of aton ement. 

Thro ugh analysis, the critic discovers rhetorical 

fe a tures th a t enable him to extend an interpretation to the 

player s o that the player can deliver the meaning to the 

audie nce, a process which ignites the energia that cycles 

ba c k t o t he player during performance. This examination has 

consi d e red how these rhetorical strategies--both their 

applicati ons and principles--produce the artist i c experience 

s tip u l a ted by Barzun. 

Th is analysis identifies and explains the aims and modes 

of dis c o urse employed by the playwrights and embedded in 

th e s e texts. Kinneavy's theory of discourse proposes four 

ai ms : expression, exposition, literature, and persuasion 

(Theory 63). He sees these aims as being derived "from the 

s ubd i v isi ons of traditional rhetoric," and he categorizes 

t hem under the heading of pragmatics (which in Kinneavy's 

study i s limited to text [Theory 23]). Kinneavy 

re cognizes that overlap of the aims can cause interference 

a nd that they are seldom separate though one usually 

d o min ates (Theory 62). He distinguishes the modes, the 
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mann e r in which discourse occurs, or "the way a writer looks 

at the subject matter" (Writing 241), as narration, classi-

ficati on, evaluation, and description. Even though the 

modes over lap, the dominant one becomes evident when the 

critic unl ayers the rhetorical elements forming th e texts. 

After t he aims and modes of the plays are determined, 

further unravel ing of layers of meanings takes place through 

the process o f deconstruction. The pa rt icul ar deconstruc-

tive proces s used here emerges from Hebraic hermeneut i cs , 

especially from rabbinic Midrash. Susan Handelman demon-

strates how deconstruction stems from hermeneutics, and sh e 

ties decons truction to the particular concept of Midrash 

which offers no "one particular i nterpretation to which all 

understa nding of the text aims, but a continuous production 

of multiple meaning" (126). Whereas Kinneavy's metho d 

searches t he text for the rhetorical strategies which 

produce the a ims and modes of discourse, Midrashic decon

struction interprets 1neanings through a process of finding 

t hos e rhetorica l elements occurring through juxtaposition, 

contiguit y, and contrast. 

The co mpilation of these data is then extended to the 

player who includes th i s critical insight into his 

portraya l of the character. Unless these interpretations 

· ted by the playP-r into his role so that they are in corpora -

allow him to play it convincingly, neithe r the play nor the 
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player can deliver a full impact upon the audience. The 

audience must not only be entertained or instructed but also 

be persuade d by players who have availed themselves of 

criticism. Therefore, the players become extensions of the 

playwrigh ts to form the encoder, one part of Kinneavy's 

communicati on triangle, along with the play (the signal) and 

the decode r (the audience). 

Furth ermore, the audience is persuaded toward the 

universal, co smic truth--to accept the Atonement made by 

Jesus to allow ma n to obtain salvation. Universal truth 

emerges through the rhetorical strategies when the theme of 

life (the good) versus death (evil) is further inte nsified 

by the sym bolism and through the overall metaphor of atone-

men t. This metaphor of atonement explains that God through 

His divine mercy, love, and justice gave His Son as the 

ultimate sacrifice to make possible for man (for all the 

audience) to attain eternal salvation. In other words, the 

critic discovers through the rhetorical construct that the 

playwrigh ts consciously structured these plays without 

pretense to persuade their audience to share in the faith, 

hope, and love granted th e m through the At o nement. Rosemary 

Woolf claims that the "York dramatist is able to convey 

something of the joy and splendour of this theological 

doctrine by his serene and measured poetry, which without 

poetic flour ish, quietly suggests paradise regained" (271). 
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Consideration of the aims and modes in each of the 

several Passion plays shows the aim of persuasion to domi

nate each play mostly from its embedded position in rhetor-

ical conve ntions. In The Last Supper, the prophetic play, 

Jesus instr ucts as He explains that He must die physically 

to make Atonement for all mankind. Though He may be 

instructing, He is not telling many of the viewers anything 

they do not already know; exposition fail s to be the domi-

nant aim. Instead, the viewers are persuaded to believe 

through faith and to live their lives accordin g ly. The aim 

of persuasi on i s further intensified by the mode of narra

tion used in such rhetorical innovations as t he digression 

to the Old Testament Passover. This digression explains how 

the innoc ent lamb must be slain so that man can be saved. 

Also the dialogue between Jesus and the disciples interprets 

the virtue of humility as Jesus humbly washes the disciples' 

feet. This serious play clarifies the prophecy through 

allusion to the Old Testament sacrifice of a clean and 

unblemished lamb as a sin offering. The playwrights 

rhetoricall y persuade the viewer to destroy the self as 

Jesus, the unblemished Lamb of God, dies physically so that 

he (the viewer) may find life in eternity at the time of his 

physical death. Although the text is missing the pages 

presenting the eucharistic ceremony, Roger Burton's Ordo 

paginarum leaves little doubt this rite takes place. At 
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this point, the playwrights show the viewer how, through the 

consecrated bread and wine, he may find both spiritual and 

physica l strength from Jesus's physical death . Through 

Jesus 's deat h, man is offered life everlasting. 

As the playwrights present the Crucifixion , they change 

the mood from serenity to urgency, the characters from 

believers t o non-believers, and the emphasis from the theme 

of life to the theme of death. They employ the expressive 

aim when they choose to tell the story from the soldie rs' 

point of view, and remove the viewer one step from the 

action so that he can be persuaded that he is witnessing 

Jesus's substitutionar y death necessary for man's salvation. 

Even though the soldiers continue to deny that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the viewers never accept their stance as truth 

because t he playwrights do not try to persuade the audience 

to thin k as the soldiers do (Strohm 112). They use the 

soldiers to create irony that leads the audience to bel ie ve 

that Jesus's death will lead to atonement. This ironical 

technique employed by the playwrights exposes the short

siohtedn ess of the soldiers to a Christian audience (114). 
0 . 

The sil ent Jesus dying on the cross becomes the Savior to 

t hose who realize why He is dying. Only the two invocations 

of Jesus to the Father--the two prayers asking the Father to 

fo rgive the soldiers because they do not know what they are 

doing--evoke the peace and serenity of the prophecy play. 
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Atonement has been prophesied, and now it is beginning·to 

come true. 

The enactment of the prophecy continues in The Death of 

Christ. While The Crucifixon hurried through the action of 

nailing Jesus to the cross, The Death Qf Christ slows for 

man to contemplate the deed that has been perpetrated. In 

this play, the enactment of atonement is reported from three 

separate points of view. First, Pilate and the high priests 

reaffirm their condemnation of Jesus as they turn to 

sophistic rationa lization, an ironic abuse of the evaluative 

mode. Next, while engaged in dialogue, Jesus, Mary, Mary 

Cleophus, and John use the descriptive mode to remind the 

audience that Jesus's death is necessary for the ultimate 

plan of salvation. Jesus tells Mary not to weep for she can 

do nothing to change the Father's will; He (Jesus) must 

"bende" His body "[£]or mankynde" (1. 147). Finally, Joseph 

of Arimathea and Nicodemus, as they use the mode of descrip

tion, recall the goodness of Jesus, that He bore no false

ness a nd that "He was a full worthy wight" (1. 369). From 

the sophis try of the evil characters, through the goodnes s 

of Jesus, through the reernphasis of that goodness by the 

good characters, the playwrights have rhetorically persuaded 

the audience to realize that the prophecy is corning true, 

that Jesu s, the pure and sinless Lamb of God, has become the 

sacrifice for man's sins. 
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The Harrowing .2..f Hell exemplifies why Christ died as He 

physically goes into hell and releases the entrapped but 

redeemed souls from captivity to eternal bliss. The 

prophets of old along with Jesus and Satan in their debate 

employ the narrative mode for their digressions as they 

either tell or argue their stories. By contrasting the good 

souls to the devils, the playwrights persuade their audience 

to strive to be free, not to be ensnared by the devil for 

all eternity. 

This play, which appears in the penultimate positi_on of 

the microcos m, can be seen in the same manner as an exemplum 

in a sermo n. Each of the five plays represents a section of 

the sermon form: The Last Supper becomes the protheme as the 

prophecy; The Crucifixion represents the theme of life 

versus death; The Death of Christ is the division of life 

and death into the spiritual as well as the physical; The 

Harrowing _2.f Hell presents the exernplum ; The Res urrection is 

the recapitulation. In this way, the Harrowing ..91_ Hell 

serves the microcosm in the same way that an exemplum 

strengthens a sermon: it attracts the interest of the viewer 

with lively action and colorful characters near the end when 

the viewer's attention has waned. As the active devils and 

lively discourse invigorate the action, the active evil 

persuades the viewer to seek the opposite, the good. The 

Harrowing .2.f Hell demonstrates what happens to non-
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believers, and thereby it warns the viewer not to let this 

happen to him. 

The playwrights open the final play of the Passion 

segment with The Resurrection, an example of how to avail 

oneself of atonement. They first present the Centurion as 

his true faith and belief lead him to accept Jesus as the 

Son of God. He witnesses to Pilate and the high priests so 

that they might avail themselves of atonement, but they will 

not listen to him and further alienate themselves from God 

when Pi l a te says, "Centurio, sesse of such sawe" (1. 67). 

After the Centurion realizes that he cannot convert the 

three rulers, he bids them "gode day" (1. 118) and "God 

h 3~ m a y k n a w e " ( 1 • graunte you grace tat ~ l 19). When the 

Centurion witnesses to those players on the stage, he also 

speaks to the audience and persuades them to believe and to 

have faith. He persuades through example as he begins by 

thanking God for showing him this miracle that Jesus is His 

Son. After the prelates dismiss him, the Centurion still 

prays to the Father to give them grace that they "may know." 

He exemplifies the new law of Christianity. 

Because the focus of the plays centers on faith instead 

of logic, Midrashic principles, a concept underlying 

deconstruction, were used to identify and explain the 

· 1 yed by the playwri 0ohts in the rhetorical strategies emp o 

Passion plays. 
Analysis of the strategies revealed how they 
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employ references to time to dissolve the confines of 

earthly time and project the concept of eternity. In addi

tion, concretizations expand layered meanings to add new 

i nterpretations to the words and images. Juxtapositions an d 

d ichotomies--contrasts--are pointed out in both content and 

structure; when good is situated next to evil, the two 

opposites intensify the antithetical qualities of one 

ano the r. 

When eac h play is examined independently according to 

Midrashic principles, the examination demonstrates that the 

evil characters employ words denoting earthly time, gener

all y the "here and now" because that is all that non

believers can understand. Peter Williams claims that "their 

ignoranc e of God's plans for man's salvation is allied to 

t he ir mistaken concepts of the vertical time relationship 

1 " that connects tempora events (5813-A). On the other hand, 

the charac ters representing good make numerous references to 

ete rnity and thus indicate their faith and hope in ever-

lasting life. ln The Last Supper, Jesus controls the 

action, not only through His presence but also by His 

deliver y of most of the lines. By referring often to the 

eternity of God's time, He adds authority to His control. 

Also in this play, the playwrights foreshadow the literal 

concepts of atonement by emphasizing concrete images such as 

those of particular animals, the lamb, the sheep, and the 
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snake which, by themselves tell the story. Jesus, the Lamb 

of God, le ads the gullible sheep (the people) to salvation, 

but the "fende," here Judas compared to Satan, will sell man 

to the devil if he is not true to God. In addition, 

contrasts intensify the antithesis between pride and 

humility as they appear in both characters (Jesus and Judas) 

and co ncep ts (servant and master, ch i ld and man). 

The playwrights c onstruct The Last Supper with all good 

characters and one evil man, but they present four evil 

soldiers and Jesus in The Crucifixion. Again, the contrasts 

of good and evi l, humility and pride, and life and death 

permeate the meaning, and they are intensified by the 

concrete sym bols, as for example, the cross wh i ch towers 

over all men throughout this play. Other concretizations 

such as the re ferences to parts of the body, the fingers, 

the hands, a nd the feet, and the words (especially the words 

of Jesus, Who is the Word made flesh), exemplify the action. 

By having the soldiers mock Jesus, the playwrights p r oduce 

irony when they present the soldiers as uncouth, barbaric 

men who lack the wisdom to recognize Jesus as the Son of 

God. Since these soldiers as non-believers speak primarily 

in the present tense, they, like the other evil characters, 

refer to the only time they know. 

In The Death £i Christ, the playwrights present more 

than the four or five characters making up the two previous 
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plays. They gather a number of characters into three 

primary groups so that they interpret the Crucifixion from 

three different points of view, a rhetorical repetition 

which emphasizes the literal story. Further repetition 

occurs in clusters of concrete images such as the cross, 

tree. rood, and hill, all describing the Crucifixion. Also 

repetition of time references separates the good characters 

(Jesus, the Marys, John, Joseph of Arimathea, and 

Nicodemus), who can recognize eternity, from the evil ones 

(Pilat e, the high priests, :rnd Garcia), who can only 

concept ualize the "here and now." Although the thieves on 

t he two crosses on either side of Jesus begin as evil men, 

they recognize the deity of Jesus and ask to be saved as the 

thief on the right pleads, "Lord, have mynde of me / when 

thou art come to thi. blisse" (11. 207-09). 

The playwrights connect the past and the present with 

eternity in The Harrowing .£i Hell. After the prophets of 

old recount their stories, Jesus enters hell through 

hellmouth and gathers together all the faithful, who now 

exist in one time. This entire play demonstrates how time 

collapses through faith; the faithful from all time past, 

time present, and time future dwell together in eternity as 

they avail themselves of the Atonement made by Jesus. In 

this play, Jesus manifests Atonement as he physically 

retrieves the redeemed souls from hell. After entering the 



179 

hellmouth, He battles Satan but not in a bloody battle; 

Christ has already shed His blood. As they spar with words, 

the debate centers on prophets and prophecies of the past. 

While Jesus reiterates that His prophets foretold of the 

harrowing of hell, Satan claims that harrowing cannot occur 

because Solomon said that "whoso enters hell withynne / 

shall neuer come oute • •• " (11. 282-83). Whereas the 

playwrights emphasize good and evil by c ontrasting the 

prophets with the dev i ls, they also include dichotomies such 

as "good and ill," "joie or peyne," and "frende nor foo." 

The primary contrast emerges through characters, especially 

in the debate between Christ and Satan. As Jesus triumphs, 

He echoes the words of Moses and tells Satan to let His 

people pass. 

Since the playwrights construct The Resurrection without 

the major character, Jesus, they have to establish each 

character's ethos so that the audience will know whom to 

believe. They establish this ethos partly through the time-

related words as well as through the dichotomies repre

senting the natures of good or evil. Not only do the play 

wrights picture a world without the physical Jesus, but also 

they darken that picture through the cluster ed concrete 

images of geologic al references to the sun and moon in utter 

darkness at the time of Jesus's death to show a world turned 

upside down. 
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As the Centurio n becomes a believer d11ring the opening 

lines of this play, he reiterates the past (the Cruci

fixion); next, he speaks to Pilate and the high priests 

using present time references. But as he is witnessing to 

the earthly rulers, he warns them that he truly believes 

that Jesus is God's Son "euermore" (1. 78) and that all he 

has spoken is the truth "euerrnore" (1. 108) . As he departs, 

he bids, "God graunte you grace that 3e may knawe / The soth 

al way" (l l. 119-20). The Centurion's witness strenothened 
0 

by hi s benediction (rhetorical eulogia) exhorts the viewer 

to mend his life also. 

The uncovered rhetorical strategies ascertain that the 

pl aywright s skillfully have created effective plays which 

must be performed by players (not necessarily professional 

actors, though some were) who must understand the profile of 

their charac ters and the concept of atonement, the central 

doctrine of Christianity and controlling metaphor of the 

York Cycle. Therefore, as the player internalizes his role, 

he becomes one with the playwrights to form Kinneavy's 

encoder, a part of the communication triangle, to deliver 

the plays (the signal) to the audience (the decoder). From 

his realization of both his character and the metaphor, the 

playe r gen erates an energia which persuades the audi ence to 

accept the metaphor of atonement which makes up the major 

part of the law of the Old Testament and becomes the new law 
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as Jesus offers the ultimate sacrifice through love to make 

permanent atonement. Hence, the atonement metaphor includes 

the virtue of love called for by Paul in 1 Corinthians 13 

when he says that even though man has abundant faith and 

hope, if he does not have love, he is nothing. The player 

who understands the theological implications projects the 

faith, hope, and love necessary for salvation as he delivers 

this message through energia, which becomes reciprocal when 

the audience perceives the metaphor and joins in the 

experience. 

A cyclic progression involv .ing play, player, and 

audience begins with the play. Without the effective 

vehicle, the player has nothing to deliver. The York plays 

offer this effective vehicle through both content and 

techn i que. The Christian content presents familiar subject 

matter; this familiarity enables the audience to relate to 

the drama. Robert Speaight notes that even in the twentieth 

century "the mythology, though its power to move . has 

been eroded by four centuries of doubt," is still the 

viewers' own and that it appeals to the most primitive or 

the most profound intelligence" (836). Also, through the 

subject matter "(i]nstead of simply re-creating Christian 

events and taking belief in them for granted, ••• the 

playwrights present an interpretation of Christian 

history • • designed to shape the perspective of the 
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audience toward the events portrayed" (ii). He adds that 

the techniques employed by the Chester playwright s to 

"t t '· 1 s rue ure tneir pays are not only dramatic but r hetor-

ical--meant to persuade" (ii). Strohm emphasizes his hypo-

thesis by quoting from the Chester proclamation that the 

plays are "'to exhort the myndes of the comen peple to gud 

deuoc[i]on [sic] and holsom doctryne"' (ii). Although these 

same generalities hold true for the York Cycle, still their 

causes must be pointed out. Since each cycle presents its 

own particular interpretation of Christian history and 

theolog y through its own technique, the particulars of its 

construction must be identified and analyzed. 

The tech nique of the York dramatists is to highlight the 

metaphor of atonement through rhetorical strategies to 

produce rhetorically effective plays. As the critic 

discovers t he various rhetorical strategies wh i ch are 

present in the plays, he can determine particular profiles 

of the ind ividual characters and designate how the players 

are to portray them to present an effective performance. 

Whether the player be a paid actor or an amateur, he must 

projec t the essence of the theological underscoring which is 

so much a part of the text. 

Furthermore, this study may be extended to delineate 

other themes woven throughout both the Passion plays and the 

cycle. For instance, the symbolism of law as connecting the 
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old l aw to the new law bec o mes evident in t h e reading of 

these five plays. This symb o lism, es peciall y when it is 

combi ned with the symbolism of witnesses in the old law and 

witnes sing in the new law, will evince many more layers of 

mea n i ng. Overall, analyses through the discovery of 

meanin gs found in the rhetorical strategies pro d uce extended 

mean ing of the York Cycle. 
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