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Introduction: 

What God was doing before He created the world. 

 

Time may change me 

But I can’t trace time. 

  (David Bowie, Changes, 1971). 

You are my eternal Father, but I am scattered in times whose order I do not understand.   

  (Augustine, Confessions, 379-400AD). 

 

In his 1971 hit Changes, David Bowie articulated a problem that also caused a great deal of 

bother for Saint Augustine.  Although we may think we know what time is, and although we 

can see its impact on our lives through measuring change, as soon as we try to describe what 

time is we, struggle.  Where Bowie’s song examined concepts of time through the 

relationship between generations and their experiences of gender, Augustine understood his 

own disordered experience of time in relation to a higher model of authority.  Throughout 

chapter eleven of Confessions, Augustine negotiates the slippery relationship between God’s 

eternal divinity and the temporality constituted in the act of Creation.  Longing for answers, 

Augustine vividly imagines what it would be like to question Moses in person about God’s 

creation of the world: 

May I hear and understand how in the beginning you made heaven and earth (Gen. 1, 1).  

Moses wrote this.  He wrote this and went his way, passing out of this world from you and to 

you.  He is not now before me, but if he were, I would clasp him and ask him and through you 

beg him to explain to me the creation.  I would concentrate my bodily ears to the sounds 

breaking forth from his mouth.  If he spoke Hebrew, he would in vain make an impact on my 

sense of hearing, for the sounds would not touch my mind at all.  If he spoke Latin, I would 

know what he meant.
1
 

Here, Augustine fashions Moses, father of Hebrew law, as a desired, embodied speaker from 

whom he might demand answers.  In imagining clasping Moses, Augustine becomes an 

urgent audience member, concentrating his ears and begging him to explain his scripture.  

                                                           
1
  Augustine, Confessions, trans. by Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), XI, iii (5), p. 

223. 
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Yet at the same time, Augustine recognises the impossibility of his imaginative act of desire.  

Separated from Creation and scripture by the passage of time, he can only approach the 

mysteries of Creation through the less visceral processes of oral and written narrative 

transmission and translation.  Even if he were able to bring a figure from the Hebrew past to 

speak in his presence, Augustine recognises that he would still not understand him.  Unless 

Moses were to speak in a language which did not exist in his own time – Latin, the language 

of the Christian church, rather than in Hebrew, the language of Jewish law, in which 

Augustine believes Moses wrote the book of Genesis – their conversation would be fruitless.  

There is a tension between authority and intelligibility here.  In this fantasy encounter, the 

very thing which would mark Moses as authentic is also the thing which makes his 

knowledge inaccessible.  And yet, Augustine muses, if Moses did speak in Latin, ‘how would 

I know whether or not he was telling me the truth?’
2
  This articulates one of the central 

problems encountered when confronting questions of beginning.  As all notions of ‘past’ and 

‘beginning’ are formed and informed by the composite desires, ideals and languages of the 

present, the ‘truth’ will remain elusive. 

 Augustine next famously grapples with the ‘old error’ assumed in the philosophical 

question, ‘what was God doing before he made heaven and earth?’
3
  Concluding that there 

was no time before Creation, he argues that all time, and thus human history, began in 

Creation: 

Since, therefore, you are the cause of all times, if any time existed before you made heaven and 

earth, how can anyone say that you abstained from working?  You made time itself.  Time 

could not elapse before you made time.
4 

Here, Augustine adopts an idea of divine eternity as atemporal – outside of time – with time, 

like the world, being a Created thing.  God’s eternity, in this model, is in a perpetual present.
5
  

Yet his conclusion that time did not exist before Creation only underlines the disjunction 

between the ways he believed eternal, divine time operated and his own experience of time as 

a continuous, if elusive ‘present’ composed of succession of moments that might be called 

forth from the past and anticipated in the future.
6
  This feeling of disjunction later came to be 

                                                           
2
  Augustine, Confessions, XI, iii, p. 223. 

3
  Augustine, Confessions, XI. x, p. 228. 

4
  Augustine, Confessions, XI. xiii, p. 229. 

5
  Augustine, Confessions, XI. xiii,  p. 230: ‘In the sublimity of an eternity which is always in the present, you 

are before all things past and transcend all things future.’ 
6
  See Wesley Stevens, “A present sense of things past: Quid est enim tempus?,” in Time and Eternity: The 

Medieval Discourse, ed. by Gerhard Jaritz and Moreno-Riaño Gerson (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), pp. 9-28.   
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one of the primary foci of medieval and early modern theological debates concerning 

personal and divine experiences of time and eternity, wherein time was associated with the 

postlapsarian world and yet also seen as redeemable, reclaimable, and an essential part of 

personal salvation.
7
  Later theologians developed the way they imagined God engaged with 

time.  Thomas Aquinas, like Augustine, claimed God’s experience of time was composed of 

an eternal ‘now’, but also adopted Boethius’ idea of divine eternity as a present in which all 

events, past and future, exist: ‘[God’s eternity] embraces the boundless extent of past and 

future, and by virtue of its simple comprehension, it ponders all things as if they were being 

enacted in the present.’8  These theologians tried to conceptualise God’s role in relation to 

human action.  They asked whether God was an ever-present spectator of human action, his 

eternity situated somewhere spatially and temporally distant from the worldly ‘playing 

space’, or whether God shared all experiences with his human ‘actors’.  Would God, for 

example, be able to experience moments of time-bound human emotion such as anticipation 

or surprise? 

 

 For late medieval playmakers, however, the glib question ‘what was God doing before 

he made heaven and earth?’ held even more complications.  Augustine’s embodied longing to 

resurrect physically a figure from the Hebrew past, to have Moses before him, to ‘clasp him 

and…beg him to explain to me the creation’, holds much in common with the religious lay 

performances of Bible pageants in England’s civic centres between the fourteenth and 

sixteenth centuries.  Plays seeking to dramatize the act of Creation, along with the other Bible 

narratives, engaged in the kind of dialogue and explication Augustine desired from his 

imagined encounter with Moses.  They placed figures from the Hebrew and Christian 

scriptures in front of an audience, speaking the audience’s own language.  In doing so, these 

performances, like Augustine, negotiated various models of time and eternity.  These models 

included the typological and supersessionary narratives inherent in a Bible constructed of 

multiple ‘Hebrew’ and ‘Christian’ scriptures and histories; circular and parallel narratives 

dependent on prophecy and fulfilment; the birth of Christ and its effect on time, and events 

such as the Flood, whose waters promised both an end of time and a new beginning.  While 

many of the plays within the surviving body of medieval biblical drama deal directly with 

                                                           
7
  During the sixteenth century Augustine’s theology was ‘reclaimed’ by various Protestant groups, who cast 

him as an early Protestant thinker.  See Arnoud S. Q. Visser, Reading Augustine in the Reformation: The 

Flexibility of Intellectual Authority in Europe, 1500-1620 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 3-11 and 

Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant in Reformation Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 441-6. 
8
  Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, trans. by P.G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), V.6, ll. 

16-17.  
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questions of time, particularly in Creation and Doomsday pageants, others find questions and 

experiences of time a rich source of conflict, negotiation and, occasionally, laughter.  This 

book argues that questions concerning divine and human experiences of time were not only 

the preserve of prominent early and medieval theologians and religious scholars.  These 

questions were physically embodied in, appeared in the dialogue of, and, to some extent, 

needed to be solved practically by medieval civic plays and their lay creators, performers and 

audiences.  It finds that these plays supported multiple, co-existing and subjective 

experiences of time, and that these experiences were intimately connected to experiences of 

gender and race.  Moreover, it argues that one of the principal causes of antagonism between 

the characters of the biblical plays is their ability (or inability) to define, and thus to manage, 

time. 

 

Before Creation 

 Any play, but especially a play which represents the first in a series of pageants, has 

to begin somewhere.  The Fall of the Angels, the first play recorded in the surviving 

manuscript of the York pageants, BL Add MS 35290, was performed by the Barkers’ guild, 

who were responsible for the preparation of leather.  It opens with God speaking in Latin, 

before addressing his audience in English.  Yet in practical performance, this pageant would 

have begun long before this moment.  Before God could give this speech, and before the 

‘time’ of the performance could really begin, the performers would have had to clear and 

establish their playing space.  As the first pageant performed at each station in the York 

cycle, this would have been no small feat.  Each pageant was played on a moveable wagon 

stage at the first station, outside Holy Trinity Priory, at dawn on Corpus Christi day.  From 

there, it proceeded down Micklegate and over the River Ouse, performing at the specified 

stations along the way.
9
  The pageants representing later episodes from the Bible followed in 

order and, as the day progressed, the proximity of the stations meant that it would have been 

possible to view the pageants out of chronological order.  We know a number of problems 

attended this kind of processual performance, not least when certain pageants took 

unauthorised stops or delayed the whole procession by taking too long to move on.  Such an 

incident occurred in 1554, when the Girdlers were fined 20 shillings for being too slow in 

leaving one station, thus ‘stoppyng of the rest of the pageantz folowyng and to the 

                                                           
9
  See Richard Beadle, ‘The York Corpus Christi Play’, in Medieval English Theatre, ed. by Richard Beadle and 

Alan J. Fletcher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 99-124, (p. 102) and Meg Twycross, 

‘Forget the 4.30 am Start: Recovering a Palimpsest in the York Ordo Paginarum’, METh, 25 (2005), 98-152. 
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disorderyng of the same” for “an wholle hower.’
10

  However, while The Fall of the Angels 

would not have had to deal with problems caused by other pageants in front of them, the 

Barkers had additional challenges to contend with.  While the following pageants could have 

been sure of at least a defined, if rather busier, performance space, The Fall of the Angels 

would have been the first pageant to reach each station.  The Barkers therefore needed 

repeatedly to perform the theatrical labour required to transform the street spaces of York into 

playing spaces.   

 This labour would have been less of a challenge in the cycle’s early decades, when the 

pageants were a more integrated part of the Corpus Christi procession, whose passage 

through the streets would have established a sacred playing space for each guild’s 

performance.
11

  However, as Richard Beadle argues, when the civic Corpus Christi plays 

‘began to displace the ecclesiastical procession of Corpus Christi from its own official 

liturgical occasion (the first Thursday after Trinity Sunday) to the day after,’ this labour 

would have fallen on each guild’s pageant-makers.
12

  Before the York God could give his 

opening speech, and before the pageant’s performance time could begin, the company would 

have had to prepare and establish their space.  In his discussion of staging conventions in 

medieval English theatre, Philip Butterworth draws attention to the stage-labour required to 

do this:  

The theatrical contract between player and audience begins when the player is first seen and/or 

heard in the guise of his adopted persona.  Such recognition may occur before the player has 

started to play.  However, the contract is reinforced when the player steps onto or over a 

demarcated threshold that constitutes the agreed playing space. […]  Delineation of the playing 

space did not always exist prior to performance.  Sometimes the space needed to be created by 

the player on his first arrival into the ambit of the audience.
13

 

This ‘theatrical contract’ had temporal, as well as spatial functions.  Before God could 

‘create’ the heavens and earth, a number of practical things needed to happen.  Space had to 

                                                           
10

  Alexandra F. Johnston and Margaret Rogerson, ed., REED: York, vol. 1 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1979) p. 312. 
11

  See Meg Twycross on the 1415 Ordo paginarum and on whether the guilds were performing plays or other 

dramatic displays in ‘The Ordo paginarum Revisited, with a Digital Camera’, in Bring Furth the Pageants: 

Essays in Early English Drama Presented to Alexandra F. Johnston, ed. by David N. Klausner and Karen 

Sawyer Marsalek (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), pp. 105-31 (pp. 110-11). 
12

  Beadle, ‘The York Corpus Christi Play’, p. 105.  See also Alexandra F. Johnston, ‘The procession and play of 

the Corpus Christi in York after 1426’, Leeds Studies in English, 7 (1974), 55-62. 
13

  Philip Butterworth, Staging Conventions in Medieval English Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2014), p. 78. 
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be made among the spectators for the wagon, then the wagon needed to be pulled into place 

and secured.  Only then could the performer representing God enter this newly-created 

performance space, his bodily presence investing it with meaning before he began his 

opening speech.  The 2018 York plays, which were performed on wagons in the streets of 

York, as well as in more structured outdoor performance settings, demonstrated the 

complexity of the mechanical and dramatic processes required to effect the transition between 

the pageants.
14

  Processional music from the York, Leeds, Doncaster and Gloucester Waits, 

as well as other local medieval music groups heralded the arrival of each new pageant wagon.  

As the wagons were pulled into place, secured and set up, the audience could see the actors 

representing the Bible characters fully costumed and waiting to go on.  Certain pageants, such 

as the Crucifixion (sponsored by the York Butchers’ Guild), blurred the roles of actors and 

stage hands, with the soldiers preparing the pageant wagon along with other stage hands even 

as they prepared to commit the theological and theatrical labour of crucifying Christ (Figure 

1).  Others, including God in the York Guild of Building’s The Creation of the World to the 

Fifth Day, stood aloof, not wanting to risk damaging their elaborate costumes in the 

mechanical stage business (Figure 2).
15

 

[figure 1 near here]. Caption: ‘One of the soldiers helps the stage crew prepare the pageant 

wagon for the Crucifixion pageant. ‘The Death and Crucifixion of Christ’ performed by St 

Chad’s Church and the York Butcher’s Gild in The York Mystery Plays, dir. by Tom 

Straszewski (York, 6
th

 September 2018).’ 

[figure 2 near here]. Caption: ‘A shining God watches as stage crew pull his platform into 

place.  ‘The Creation of the World to the Fifth Day’, performed by the York Guild of 

Building in The York Mystery Plays, dir. by Tom Straszewski (York, 6
th

 September 2018).’ 

 

 We know that the medieval God was aided in establishing his performance space 

through the use of spectacular devices such as costume, brightly coloured cloths decorating 

his wagon and golden masks, an echo of which can still be seen in the gold-faced God 

surviving in the stained glass of York Minster.
16

  However given that the wagons did not 

offer ‘offstage’ spaces, and would have been more manoeuvrable if the actors were not on 

                                                           
14

  See <https://www.yorkmysteryplays.co.uk/the-plays/> [accessed 1 September 2019]. 
15

  On the modern wagons used when the York plays are performed today and the physical challenges attending 

them, see the essays by Mike Tyler, Peter Brown and Tony Wright in The York Mystery Plays: Performance in 

the City, ed. by Margaret Rogerson (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2011), pp. 116-134. 
16

  On the manipulation of light, see Meg Twycross, ‘The Sun in York (Part One): Illumination, Reflection, and 

Timekeeping for the Corpus Christi’, METh, 40 (2018), 148–94 and Richard Beadle, ‘Masks, Mimes and 

Miracles: Medieval English Theatricality and its Illusions’, in From Script to Stage in Early Modern England, 

ed. by Peter Holland and Stephen Orgel (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), pp. 32-42 (pp. 34-5). 
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them, it is likely that the early God, like his modern descendants, would have been visible to 

his audience throughout this space-preparation process.
17

  Unlike today’s Stanislavski-trained 

actors, medieval performers did not see themselves as inhabiting, or ‘becoming’ the religious 

figures they played.  Rather, they represented the personae of these figures for the brief 

duration of the play.  Sharon Aronson-Lehavi has argued that ‘this differentiation posits the 

actor as a mediator who connects spectators with the holy characters while simultaneously 

maintaining his own identity as distinct from the character which is being performed.’
18

  This 

means that it is unlikely York’s God was, as modern theatre practitioners would term it, ‘in 

character’ before the pageant.  This may have created an interesting dialogue between 

audience perceptions of the guildsman preparing the space for his performance and the 

Creator he is preparing to represent.  For example, before the pageant began, ‘God’ might 

have helped his colleagues.  Given God’s player would have been cast for having the clearest 

and loudest voice, this might have involved interacting with the audience and cast members 

to clear the area.
19

  While these actions are rooted in the mechanical concerns of the late 

medieval performance ‘present’, they also hold curious resonances with the ‘eternal time’ 

God was about to embody.  In helping fashion a performance space, whether through 

physical or vocal labour, the guildsman performs the role of Creator before he plays the 

Creator: making ordered space out of chaos.  This means the pageant’s narrative of creation is 

not only repetitive; it is also prior: space must be created for Creation. 

 An imaginative consideration of these mechanical theatrical necessities demonstrates 

what happens to theological concepts when they are placed within the physical processes of 

performance.  This initial crafting of performance space enables God’s acts of creation within 

the pageant in which he forms heaven, earth and hell.  It also provides a microcosm of 

Augustine’s simultaneously temporal and eternal heaven and earth: 

See, heaven and earth exist, they cry aloud that they are made, for they suffer change and 

variation.  But in anything which is not made and yet is, there is nothing which was not 

previously present.
20

 

                                                           
17

  See Butterworth, Staging Conventions, pp. 78-90 and Erika T. Lin, Shakespeare and the Materiality of 

Performance (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 23-37. 
18

 Sharon Aronson-Lehavi, Street Scenes: Late Medieval Acting and Performance (Chippenham: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011), p. 56. 

19
  On verbal delivery and auditions, see Butterworth, Staging Conventions, pp. 100-108 and Beadle, ‘The York 

Corpus Christi Play’, p. 105. 
20

  Augustine, Confessions, XI. iv, p. 224. 
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Distinguishing between performers and spectators and establishing a theatrical contract, the 

Barkers instigate change whilst creating a new thing – a performance space – out of a thing 

previously present – the familiar streets of York.  Moreover, God’s occupation of this space 

as he ‘steps […] over a demarcated threshold that constitutes the agreed playing space’ 

collapses the transient street-space into God’s own divine eternity.
21

  With play time 

beginning long before the first words are spoken, the practical processes of performance 

create out of the familiar streets a performance space touched by eternity.  The Barker’s guild 

would likely have given a brusque response to Augustine’s question, ‘what was God doing 

before he made heaven and earth?’ – noting that he was very busy indeed. 

 Once the spatial and visual elements of establishing the performance space had been 

completed the Barkers’ God would have been able to deliver his opening line: ‘Ego sum 

Alpha et O[mega], vita, via, Veritas primus et novissimus’ (I am alpha and omega, life, the 

way, / Truth first and last).
22

 Opening at the close, the York cycle begins with a quote which 

combines aspects of the Gospel of John’s ‘I am the way, and the truth and life’ with The Book 

of Revelation’s ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end.’
23

  This hybrid approach 

to scripture suggests that, both in God’s experience of eternity and in the practical staging of 

the pageants, time occupies a circular moment which weaves a beginning and end of the same 

material.  When it moves into the vernacular, however, God’s eternity becomes more 

troublesome:   

 

I am gracyus and grete, God withoutyn begynnyng, 

I am maker unmade, all mighte es in me. 

I am lyfe and way unto welth wynnyng; 

I am formaste and fyrste, als I byd sall it be. 

My blyssyng o ble sall be blendyng 

And heldand, fro harme to be hydande, 

My body in blys ay abydande 

Unendande, withoutyn any endyng. 

 

Sen I am maker unmade, and most es of mighte, 

                                                           
21

  Butterworth, Staging Conventions, p. 78. 
22

  Richard Beadle, ed., ‘The Fall of the Angels’, in The York Plays (London: Edward Arnold, 1982), pp. 49-53, 

l. 1. 
23

  John 14.6 and Revelation 1.8.  All of the Bible quotations appearing in this book are taken from the Douay-

Rheims Catholic Bible.  See <www.drbo.org> [accessed 1 September 2019]. 
23

  Beadle, ed.,‘The Fall of the Angels’, ll. 9-10 
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And ay sall be endeles, and noghte es but I, 

Unto my dygnyté dere sall diewly be dyghte 

A place full of plenté to my plesyng at ply; 

And therewith als wyll I have wroght 

Many dyvers doynges bedene 

Whilke warke sall mekely contene, 

And all sall be made even of noghte.
24 

This speech introduces repetitive motifs which suggest that God’s creative work operates in a 

different way to the time-bound works of his medieval audience.  Just as the Middle Ages 

supported a range of ways in which time was experienced, theologized and quantified, so 

concepts of eternity demonstrate a similar diverse complexity.
 25

  This speech engages with 

eternity in a variety of those forms.
 
 For example, eternity was often presented as the divine 

experience of the human temporal state: God experiences all events as part of a simultaneous, 

eternal present, while humans only experience, and observe, time.  This is reflected in the 

speech’s use of concepts of first and last, both of which hint at a linear understanding of time 

whilst simultaneously preceding and exceeding it.  Alternatively, eternity might be conceived 

of as a concept entirely outside of time.  We see this in God’s apparently paradoxical 

statement, ‘Sen I am maker unmade, and most es of mighte / And ay sall be endeles, and 

noghte es but I.’
26

  Time and eternity might also be constructed as antithetical, moralized 

concepts belonging to the pre- and postlapsarian worlds.  We glimpse this kind of moralistic 

reading of time after the fall of Lucifer in this pageant.  God notes that the light of the angels 

‘faded when þe fendes fell’, and henceforth separates their darkness from his light.  The 

angels’ fall and fading therefore embodies change while marking the first ever day and 

introducing the idea of quantitative, measured time into the cycle.
27

  Yet the medium of this 

speech as a dramatic performance repeatedly frustrates this figuring of divine eternity.  

Twice, God stresses that he is ‘maker unmade’, simultaneously calling attention to the fact 

that he, unlike the narratives of Creation that will follow, is not ‘made’.  Yet the nature of the 

pageant disrupts this, as the audience have already witnessed a small part of the processes of 

theatrical ‘making’ and craft required for the Barker’s guild to represent the figure of God 

standing in front of them.  While the York God’s actions are therefore rooted in the practical 
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concerns of the pageant’s performance time, they also reflect the paradox of divine eternity 

inhabited by this ‘maker unmade’.   

 Greg Walker has found in this passage evidence of the playwright ‘struggling with an 

impossibility, attempting to represent sequentially in time a mystery that was logically and 

theologically unknowable because it was beyond time, and so incapable of sequentiality.’
28

  

This challenge is compounded by the fact that, even as the Barkers’ God attempts to outline 

the difference between his experience of eternity and the temporal state of his audience, his 

performance is also affected by audience time.  In delivering these lines in the yet barely-

established space, the actor representing God would have had not only to get his audience’s 

attention at a potentially ungodly hour of the morning, but also have had to communicate 

across the competing attractions of his civic playing space.
29

  As the performances 

progressed, these might have included jostling, chattering crowds, food and drink merchants, 

music and other pageants playing in close proximity.  This means that God’s first line, ‘Ego 

sum Alpha et O[mega], vita, via, Veritas primus et novissimus’ would have been ironic if 

pre-existing, late medieval noise threatened to impinge on God’s ultimate statement of 

beginning, ending and eternity.  God’s speech also alters his audience’s physical experience 

of their ‘present’, introducing new rhythms to their soundscape.  Delivered across the hubbub 

of an expectant city-scape, this speech would have broken up the random noises of the street 

by introducing a new time and beat.  The patterns of stressed alliteration such as ‘maker, 

unmade, mighte’ on either side of a caesura would have introduced a regular rhythm to the 

street.  This creates a sense of double-ness: the very speech God uses to assert his 

participation in eternity imposes temporal order upon his audience.  God’s alliterative, stress-

based speech sets the dominant verse form for the rest of the York plays, with the created 

beings that follow taking up and perpetuating his original ‘voice’.   

While the divine introduction of poetic order performs as an echo of God’s role as 

Creator by fashioning structure out of incoherence, it also calls into question God’s 

occupation of eternity.  There are three states operating here; that of the unmade God, the 

created and sequential and the simultaneous.  Again, this poses a practical and theological 

problem similar to that confronted by Augustine.  Arguing that God could not have created 
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the word ‘without using a transient utterance’, Augustine claimed that ‘it is not the case that 

what was being said comes to an end, and something else is then said, so that everything is 

uttered in a succession and with a conclusion, but everything is said in the simultaneity of 

eternity.’
30

  Rather than collapsing eternity into the world, God’s words brings a new time 

into the medieval streets of York at the very moment he brings the world into being.  

Theatrical performance necessarily participates in succession and conclusion, and during its 

course the York God’s forty-line speech announces the successive creation of heaven, hell, 

earth and the angels.  It also introduces Lucifer and, in so doing, anticipates the first moment 

of dramatic conflict.   

 I am not claiming here that Augustine’s God and the York God are the same, or that 

York’s audiences and Augustine experienced time in a similar manner.  However, what this 

analysis does show is that the kinds of theological and temporal problems which have 

conventionally been read by historians as being carried out chiefly within the religious 

classes were, in fact, being engaged with, embodied and even laughed at by the middle-

ranking guild classes of York and their diverse audiences.  In order to stage their plays, 

medieval producers of Bible pageants had to negotiate, confront, and occasionally practically 

solve issues of time and eternity.  They also had to wrangle with the theological issues 

engaged by their desire to present the disparate texts of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures 

as though they were all part of one divine, coherent, overarching narrative.  Late medieval 

pageants often chose to do this through staging moments of character conflict, in which two 

characters appear to have very different experiences of their own time.  As this book will 

later examine, the York God’s eternity differs greatly from that of Lucifer, who has a very 

different relationship to time.  Other pageants, however, put Bible characters in conflict with 

one another when they ‘read’ their own times differently from one another.  While early 

drama criticism has tended to focus principally on communal, shared experiences of time, 

little work has examined what happens to characters’ experiences of time when they are 

placed in dialogue with differing or opposing understandings – particularly where this occurs 

between two characters inhabiting the same moment.  One character might define time in a 

way that does not hold true for another.  Characters might also seek to manage how they and 

those around them experience time; invest their own time with meaning through recourse to 

prior (and future) times; or highlight the differences and similarities between the times from 

which their narratives derive and the late medieval contexts in which their pageants are 
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performed.  Characters may also be observed changing their own temporal approaches by 

learning to read their time differently, as well as consciously attempting to assert control over 

time through violent action.   

 This book argues that negotiations of time lie behind some of the most fraught 

depictions of conflict staged between biblical characters.  It examines the functions this 

serves, asking what happens when moments in time are not universally experienced in the 

same way; how these subjective experiences of time resist conventional authorities; and why 

gender and race are so central to these conflicts.  In doing so, it focuses on subjective, 

qualitative temporality (time as perceived, experienced and engaged with by an individual), 

as opposed to the quantitative temporality of mathematically constructed time (a scientific 

tool of measurement used for the calculation of change).  Its methodology is aligned with 

arguments that claim a temporality rooted in a person’s, or in this case, a character’s, 

understanding of the world.  Experiential models of time have a long critical history, 

encompassing existential, historicist and phenomenological philosophical debates, including 

those of Immanuel Kant, Georg Hegel, Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger.
31

  The idea of 

time as something a human being projects onto the world is particularly useful when 

examining drama and live performance.  As a medium that necessarily relies upon acts of 

communication between characters and audience, dramatic performance offers numerous 

possibilities for interpretation and opens up multiple perspectives on time and characters’ 

perceptions of their own place in time.  Giving voices to many characters and inviting their 

varying viewpoints of roles within, and relationships to, their time, as well as an audience 

who, individually and collectively, bring their own associations and experiences, dramatic 

performance has the ability to bring several moments into close proximity.  Temporal 

subjectivity is therefore central, both to the ways characters relate to each other and to the 

scriptural narratives in which they participate.  Subjective character experiences of time tend 

to become highly visible when late medieval plays choose to stage episodes of conflict which 

do not appear in the Hebrew or Christian Bibles.   

 These conflicts frequently occur between men and women.  While moments of 

conflict between Mary and Joseph, and Noah and his wife, have received a lot of critical 
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attention due to their negotiations of gender, this book argues that their conflict is also deeply 

rooted in the characters’ opposing and subjective experiences of their scriptural narratives.  

Time is an overlooked and yet highly important part of these episodes of gender conflict, 

which, in turn, provide the vehicle through which the plays’ complex theological negotiations 

of time are conducted.  An examination of the ways the plays present gender also has the 

ability to change the ways we look at time.  Just as memory studies have witnessed 

differences in the roles performed by men and women in processes of community 

memorialisation and recollection, so female experiences of time in medieval drama often 

differ from male experiences.
32

  While time is not consistently ‘gendered’ in the plays, this 

book finds that several of the male characters it encounters – Joseph, Herod, Mak and Noah – 

tend to desire and expect time to be structured, whether this involves the passive assumption 

of a linear continuation of a certain state of time, the anticipation of the beginning of a new 

era, an attempt to conform to a linear family timeline based on reproduction, or an active 

attempt to direct the course of time.  Where these characters try to order something that is, 

essentially, un-orderable, their perspective is consequently challenged or dismantled by the 

plays’ female characters, who provide alternative temporal viewpoints.  However, while all 

the plays examined appear to offer overarching models of a Christological, typological time 

which brings events from Jewish and Christian scriptures into one narrative, this is not 

consistently or exclusively the approach of the men in the plays.  The following chapters give 

examples of characters who threaten to interfere with scriptural narratives.  The N-Town 

Joseph does this unconsciously by adhering to a pre-Christian belief system; the Noah’s 

wives of Chester and York delay the departure of the ark and challenge Noah’s self-figuring 

as a proto-Christ; the sheep-stealing antics of Mak in the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play 

interrupt the narrative of the Nativity; and Herod takes deliberate action to prevent a 

(Christian) future from happening.  While the women in the plays I examine – the pregnant 

Mary, the vocal Noah’s wife, resourceful Gyll and the militant mothers of the massacre of the 

Innocents – are involved in forms of temporal ‘unruliness’, it does not always follow that the 

resulting conflict is depicted as negative.   

 In focusing on how such moments constitute theological negotiations of time, this 

book moves away from familiar readings which interpret altercation in early drama as being 
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chiefly comic ‘unruliness’. 33  The value of a feminist approach to these altercations has been 

ably underlined by Nicole Nolan Sidhu, whose work Indecent Exposure conducts an 

important critique of the ‘unruly woman’ category by placing figures such as Noah’s wife, 

Gyll and the mothers of the Innocents within their guild cultures.  She argues that, rather than 

merely playing to a comic type, these characters indicate the independence, confidence and 

self-command that made women productive members of their middle-rank households.
34

  

Where other critics have read certain pageants as critiques of formulaic, comic literary 

misogyny (misogyny which is often thrown into relief when directed at the virtuous Mary), 

their approach can overlook how some of the other pageants’ troublesome women, as chapter 

four demonstrates, are at least partially successful in their rebellions.
 35

   

 While the pageants examined in the following chapters all contain elements of 

physical and verbal comedy, I have not therefore made comedy the primary focus of my 

analysis.  This is in part because it has been so well-covered elsewhere; lately in Emma 

Maggie Solberg’s fascinating examination of the N-Town Mary as a trickster and divine 

comedienne.
36

  In fact, the critical preoccupation with the comedy of episodes such as 

‘Joseph’s doubt’ and the battle between Herod’s soldiers and the mothers of the Innocents has 

at times tended to obscure the huge amount of theological and emotional labour done in these 

scenes.  Moreover, where the rebellion of Noah’s wife and Mak and Gyll’s ill-fated sheep 

plot have often been read as comic diversions from the ‘main events’ of their Bible 

narratives, this book shows that they also perform crucial roles in communicating the 

theological complexity of those narratives.  In doing so, I demonstrate how the emotional 

tone of the plays, and the performance of emotion – whether it takes the form of Herod and 

Joseph’s fear, the mothers’ anger, Mary’s exasperation and tenderness, the shepherds’ 

political frustration or the spectators’ laughter – is the vehicle through which the plays 
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illustrate and articulate the human experience of theological and intellectual conflict.  As 

chapters one and three argue in discussing the N-Town and Towneley pageants’ close focus 

on the bodies of Joseph, Mary, Mak and Gyll, this work aims to reframe how we approach 

moments of gendered conflict in these plays by asking new questions about the times and 

performances engaged in the act of dramatic embodiment.   

 

Whose time? 

 The texts that form the basis for this study are all concerned with questions of 

theological transition, both in biblical narrative and in the plays’ own manuscript and 

performance contexts.  When characters experiencing or interpreting time differently from 

one another are placed in dialogue, the resulting conflict threatens to destabilise one of their 

temporal perspectives.  Contesting experiences of time in medieval biblical drama do their 

most interesting work during episodes of transition, supersession, or communion between 

moments which, on a linear structuring of time, would otherwise be organised into the 

categories of past, present and future.  Often, these moments of conflict highlight the fragility 

of transition, and in particular challenge the Christian preoccupation with what it presented as 

a superseded Jewish past.  Kathleen Biddick argues that ‘Christians believed that the New 

Testament superseded the Hebrew Bible and redefined it as the Old Testament.  Exegetically 

it maps the figures of the Old Testament onto their fulfilment in the New Testament.’
37

  

Supersession, through which one state is replaced, redefined or succeeded by another, is a 

key principle throughout the course of this book, and was one of the chief methods used by 

medieval biblical drama to reconcile its stories into one narrative.  Its fragility as a model 

becomes particularly visible in plays which dramatize episodes which do not securely belong 

to ‘Christian’ history or law.  These include episodes from the Hebrew Bible which fall 

before Christ and yet were performed for an audience informed by Christianity, and times 

immediately before the birth of Christ or occurring during his infancy.  Conflicts between 

characters in these plays therefore tend to show a preoccupation with the ways the past is 

understood, interpreted and experienced.  The first chapter, for example, is specifically 

concerned with the ambiguity of supersession, examining how the N-Town Joseph, who 
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comes from a time in which a virgin birth is an impossibility, fails to understand the meaning 

of his wife’s miraculously pregnant body.  The result is a performance of doubt in which the 

holy couple, arguing from pre- and post-Christian viewpoints, cannot be reconciled without 

divine intervention.  This conflict negotiates a moment of change by using Joseph’s doubt to 

ask when, exactly, Christian law replaced Jewish law.  As the York Noah’s angry responses 

to his wife indicate in chapter two, supersessionary models are threatened when placed in 

dialogue with different understandings of time.  In interrogating the ways these models are 

subverted through characters whose world-views support alternative readings, this book also 

aims to re-evaluate the ways Jews, Judaism and Hebrew narratives are represented in 

medieval drama.  Following Kathleen Davis’ linking of women and Jews as disruptive 

temporal forces, the idea that certain arrangements of time obfuscate and distort minority 

histories is particularly pertinent for this study.
38

  Lisa Lampert has also engaged with 

medieval Christian constructions of Judaism and gender, arguing that both women and 

Judaism represented a point of origin for (male-centric) Christianity, and yet nevertheless 

also acted as obstacles to narratives of Christian supersession.
39

  The past proves troublesome 

in all of the plays studied, particularly where they involve the performance of Hebrew 

scripture in a late medieval Christian environment, or depict characters that were historically 

Jewish and not Christian.   

 The past thirty years have witnessed exciting developments in the study of medieval 

Christian approaches to Judaism, particularly concerning what Gavin Langmuir has termed 

the ‘birth trauma’ of medieval Christianity.
40

  This comprised a set of beliefs that relied upon 

Hebrew Scripture to validate the Christian present, while struggling with Judaism’s continued 

presence beyond the resurrection of Jesus.  This figuring of Judaism both as superseded 

anachronism and as crucial in the formation of Christian identity appears throughout the 

narratives and the characterisations of the figures represented in this study.  It should be 

emphasised at this stage that my usage of ‘Jewish’ here, and throughout this book, refers to 

medieval Christian constructions of Judaism, rather than the practices or theologies of real 

Jews.
41

  Given England had not contained any non-fictional populations of Jews since 1290, 
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the Jews of late medieval English plays were imaginary constructions more influenced by 

local and European anti-Semitic stereotypes than drawn from encounters with real Jews or a 

deep familiarity with Jewish theology.
42

  Throughout the centuries following the expulsion, 

English narratives representing ‘Jews’ enacted a series of cultural and literary resurrections 

and defeats.  These ranged from characterisations of Jews as violent torturers in blood libel 

and host desecration narratives, to depictions of learned but ultimately defeated verbal 

combatants of disputation literature.
43

  Most of these texts involved the conversion, 

counfounding or erasure of their Jewish characters, and late medieval biblical drama similarly 

structured their pageants around resistance or doubt followed by conversion and conviction. 

 Due to its multiple roles in Christian society – teaching, self-justification and literary 

heritage – the Jewish ‘past’ could neither remain in the past nor operate fully within the 

present.  As a result, it was repeatedly resurrected, re-imagined, woven into typological 

discourses, cut away from and then reattached to medieval Christian faith.
44

  These multiple 

imaginings of Judaism have been awarded a range of terminologies, including ‘spectral’, 

‘figurative’, ‘protean’ and ‘virtual’.
45

  Each of these terms encapsulate something that flits 

ambiguously between presence and absence, past and present.  Models of time developed 

within Jewish culture were very different from those projected upon Judaism by medieval 

Christianity.  Sacha Stern has noted that time, questions of time and the use of time are not 

prominent early rabbinic literature, which, unlike the younger Christian religion, had no need 

to invest in constructing mutual interdependence between Hebrew and Christian, past and 

present.
46

  Medieval Christian configurations of ‘Judaism’ and ‘Christianity’, conversely, 
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demanded a constant play with time; either through magnifying their distance and difference 

or by allowing the two religions to touch or overlap.  The treatment of the past in the plays 

examined in this book, whether the ‘past’ is figured as ‘Jewish’, pre-diluvian, or scriptural, 

likewise attempts to make sense of something that is both present and absent, close and 

distant.  The past may become authorising or threatening as it is alternately used to bolster or 

destabilise the values of the present.  Performances of Hebrew narratives for an audience 

whose faith was primarily informed by the Christian Testament were rooted in an endless 

quest for good time management. 

 The plays’ negotiation of events from the Hebrew and Christian Bibles, and the 

complex typologies and acts of supersession they produce, calls for a re-evaluation of the 

representation of Jews, Judaism and the Hebrew Bible in medieval drama.  Portrayals of 

Judaism  in obviously anti-Semitic plays such as the Croxton Play of the Sacrament and the 

assumption of the Virgin pageants have received a great deal of critical attention, and have 

been particularly aided by the interdisciplinary studies of Lisa Lampert, Ruth Evans, Miri 

Rubin and Anthony Bale on the cultural stereotyping of Jews.
47

  Yet works that do turn their 

attention to portrayals of Judaism in early English drama tend to focus chiefly on those 

specifically named as ‘Jews’ in the plays.  For example, although Stephen Spector has noted 

that ‘most of the characters in the mystery plays are ethnically Jewish, comparatively few are 

referred to as Jews’, he only engages with those characters unambiguously identified as Jews 

in the plays’ dialogue, stage directions or headings.
48

  As a consequence, his analysis covers 

only representations of Jews placed in specifically antagonistic roles, particularly those 

appearing as persecutors of Christ.  While the more insidious anti-Semitism inherent in 

colonising narratives of time has been examined in relation to other texts, it is only now 

becoming an object of focus in relation to medieval drama.  This book continues the work 

begun by Emma Maggie Solberg in Virgin Whore, which considers the racial stereotyping of 
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Joseph’s decrepitude as Jewish, by examining other characters who, while part of the 

Christian narrative, are also ‘ethnically Jewish’ and who are used to dramatize negotiations 

between scriptures and times.
49

  This book argues that, while these characters are figured 

through stereotypes designed to diminish their gendered authority, they nevertheless expose 

the problems with Christian supersessionary ideologies and thereby disrupt them.  Through 

creating characters who articulate their subjective experiences of time, these plays covertly 

question what, exactly, constitutes ‘past’ and the difficulty of making it ‘stay’ in the past.  

 

Scattered times 

 Biblical lay drama found a home within a period of increased public time-

consciousness.  Staged between the late fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, biblical pageants 

were performed across two centuries which saw changes in the ways in which time was 

available to be used, experienced, measured, commoditised, performed and dedicated to 

secular or sacred matters.
50

   Jacques Le Goff noted that, from the twelfth century there was 

growing recognition of the co-existence of different understandings and models of time.
51

  

This was due in part to theological and liturgical developments promoting what Mikhail 

Bakhtin has termed a ‘vertical’ model of divine time, in which biblical events were not only 

placed in typological dialogue with one another, with the present informing and re-forming 

the past, but which allowed for moments of simultaneity as well as the circular time of 

liturgy.
52

  Meanwhile the structuring of time in medieval legal and historical chronicles 

privileged linearity and, seeking a complete record of events, did not necessarily establish 

causal relationships between them.
53

  Nor did chroniclers restrict their accounts to 

contemporary events, but reconciled their work with earlier records.  Some even included 
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descriptions of the Last Judgement so as not to leave their narrative incomplete.
54

  Despite 

such completionism, enquiries into medieval narratives of national origin have suggested that 

a beginning was never absolute.  Time resisted linear arrangement even within texts 

attempting to order it as such.
55

  In the vertical model of time, divine events could co-exist 

alongside the chronicles’ linear histories and the cyclical ‘church time’ of the religious year, 

which enabled certain historical moments (such as the Crucifixion on Good Friday) to be re-

experienced annually.
56

   

 At the same time, the rise of the merchant classes and introduction of mechanical 

clocks to town centres in the fourteenth century meant that a lay person living, working and 

worshipping in a town was also aware of the multiple times of secular trade, work and 

economic reckoning.
57

  G. J Whitrow has argued that the invention of the mechanical clock 

was preceded by an increased belief in discontinuous, atomic time which could be split into 

minutes.
58

  The installation of town clocks brought immediate time-consciousness into the 

public and economic sphere, encouraging people to consider where they and their activities 

stood in relation to time and exposing the differences between the rhythms of the craft and 

mercantile year and the liturgical calendar.  Towards the last decades of the performances of 

biblical drama, some of these models were being challenged.  Alec Ryrie has noted that time 

had become a tool of salvation that the diligent Christian was encouraged to use wisely, while 

time-collapsing events such as the Mass were re-theologised as performances of memory and 

Protestant theologies began to favour more linear spiritual narratives which saw humanity’s 

progress towards reconciliation with God.
59

   

 A flourishing of new critical works on the computation and perception of time in the 

medieval period have complicated earlier ideas that proposed medieval understandings of 
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time as predominantly linear and cyclical.
60

  This has contributed to the exploration of 

experiences in which multiple times collapsed and overlapped, with the past present in the 

everyday and the sacred times of the Bible rubbing shoulders with the secular times of urban 

life.
61

  Recent research has included the concept of ‘palimpsested’ time, which suggests that 

the certain works are formed by layers of temporal accretions that, Raeleen Chai-Elsholz 

argues, ‘cross-pollinate with their predecessors, contemporaries, and successors.’
62

  We are 

also gaining a greater understanding of how the past and the future were conceptualised and 

used.  Mary Carruthers’ pioneering work on medieval memory theory has provided a 

valuable tool for literary criticism, including Theodore K. Lerud’s work on dramatic 

performance and devotional memory.
63

  Meanwhile, an increased focus on works dealing 

with medieval lay attitudes to prophecy and the future reveal contradictory beliefs.  Michael 

Foster’s work, for example, has found beliefs in an imminent apocalypse co-existing 

alongside increased evidence of legal and financial investments for the future.
64

  Together, a 

range of discourses have developed on multi-temporality, topological time, temporal collapse 

and anachronic objects (where material artefacts accrues temporal associations which bring 

incidents from past, present and future together).
65

  As a consequence, medieval lay 

understandings of time have emerged as every bit as complex as those held in religious and 

educational establishments, with lay time being polychronic, overlapping and simultaneous. 

 These models of temporal multiplicity have led to the acknowledgement within 

literary studies that a variety of temporal perspectives may be present in a single medieval 

text.
66

  For example, Karen Elaine Smyth’s work on Lydgate and Hoccleve reads her texts as 
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‘agents and products of this hybrid and sophisticated secular time consciousness.’
67

  Other 

discourses have begun to focus more on the temporal experiences of small groups or 

individuals, whilst articulating a growing suspicion that ecclesiastical and secular depictions 

of historical linearity, narratives of origin and discourses of supersession exercise what 

Kathleen Davis has called an ‘exclusionary force’ which distorts or occludes minority 

histories.
68

  The idea that certain arrangements of time act to obfuscate the times of others is 

particularly pertinent to this study, as it rests at the intersection of gendered and racial 

histories of exclusion.  As the following chapters demonstrate, this process is seen at work 

when the York Noah’s insistence that the Flood constitutes a new beginning attempts to 

override his wife’s remembrance of her friends; when the N-Town Mary’s Christian time 

over-writes the Hebrew time of Joseph; when the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play poses a 

deliberate swerve away from the procreative, child-oriented drive of the Nativity story and 

when the Towneley Herod attempts to alter the course of scriptural time by murdering 

infants.  The idea that linear models of history operate to exclude or re-fashion the times of 

certain groups or people has been bolstered by postcolonial approaches towards time, 

nationhood and space.
69

  This was taken as the starting-point for an important collection of 

essays edited by Elizabeth Cox, Liz Herbert McAvoy and Roberta Magnani, which examined 

how texts across a number of disciplines challenge linear time to ‘reveal the inherent 

instability of a coherent linear temporality or monolithic cultural memory.’
70

  This resistance 

of linear time also underpins the queer theories scrutinised in chapter three of this work.  

While this book aims to challenge the idea of linear time as a ‘norm’, each of the plays 

examined does demonstrate that, while there might be an official, or authorised, way of 

reading time, it is not the only way of reading. 

 The question of times being subject to an ‘exclusionary force’ has led to a search for 

different temporal models that facilitate the recovery of these minority histories.  One of the 

most exciting attempts to do this in medieval studies can be found in Carolyn Dinshaw’s 
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discussions of simultaneous, collapsed and asynchronous time.
71

  Focusing on individuals, 

Dinshaw works on the queer experiences of those who find they are out of sync with their 

own time.  The third chapter of this book complicates this definition of queerness, noting that 

the multiplicity of experiences of time in operation in a performance resist the easy 

identification of a particular individual’s experience as either ‘normative’ or ‘queer’.  

However, it does find a highly useful model in Dinshaw’s examination of temporal 

experience as subjective, and, as her discussion of Margery Kempe makes clear, often 

experienced in conflict with others.  The idea that individuals in the Middle Ages experienced 

time differently from one another, and that that these individuals may have been aware of this 

difference, is key in this study.  This book also heeds Caroline Walker Bynum’s call for a 

‘female’ approach to history – ‘history in the comic mode’ – as a response to what she 

considers to be the masculinity of the linear tragic narrative.  Walker Bynum’s definition of 

comic narrative is particularly pertinent when considered in relation to narratives which 

interrupt or complicate stories of supersession or linearity: ‘If tragedy tells a cogent story, 

with a moral and a hero’, she argues, ‘comedy tells many stories [...] Comedy is about 

compromise.  In comedy there is resolution only for a moment.’
72

  As chapters one and two 

show, the multivalent narratives which emerge through the staging of temporal conflict 

between biblical characters are rarely comfortably resolved by the plays’ conclusions.  This 

explains both why so many of these episodes of temporal conflict happen in plays which are 

also considered comic (and inversely, identifies the problem with simply discussing these 

plays as comic without going on to probe the questions they are asking).  The following plays 

all exhibit a need to suppress certain temporal experiences which prove troubling.  Yet 

because this occurs within scriptural time, or even happens when figures from the scriptures 

are the ones asking the awkward questions, a weight is lent to those experiences which is 

never entirely lifted through laughter.   

 

Play time 

                                                           
71

 See Carolyn Dinshaw, ‘Temporalities’, in Oxford Twenty-First Century Approaches to Literature, ed. by Paul 

Strohm (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 107-23 and How Soon is Now?  Dinshaw’s analysis, and 

that of others working on multiple temporalities in the Middle Ages, contradicts the belief that ideas of 

‘simultaneous time’ only came into being with the synchronisation of the railways.  See Adam, Time, p. 115. 
72

  See Caroline Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in 

Medieval Religion (New York, NY: Zone Books, 1991), p. 24. 



32 
 

 Narratives that pull moments into patterns of cause and effect tend to provide us with 

a model of time that must necessarily disregard simultaneity in favour of succession.
 
 

Dramatic performance admits many more dimensions.  Because it involves dialogue between 

characters as well as non-verbal forms of communication, particularly facial expression, 

performance has the ability to generate multiple voices.  This provides an opportunity for 

temporal perspectives and conflicts that other forms of literature do not as easily admit.  For 

example, as we will see in chapter two, the book of Genesis only mentions Noah’s wife as an 

accessory to her husband: a silent member of the saved few.  In medieval dramatizations 

however, we see Noah’s wife is not happy with the supersessionary narrative of her plotline.  

She resists, remembers and remonstrates.  She voices her opinions.  This not only raises 

uncomfortable questions about the ethics of the Flood, it also forces Noah to think about and 

explain his own interpretation of what is happening.  To stage the Bible involves introducing 

characters whose viewpoints might not necessarily align with their scriptural sources.  Drama 

is in the business of enacting messy histories: resisting linearity and supersession, offering 

alternative narratives, forming diversions and raising questions which cannot be easily 

answered.  While other works examining multiple perspectives on time have tended to focus 

on texts which were limited to those who were able to afford, procure and read manuscripts, 

medieval biblical plays were highly accessible, and enacted and explored their temporal 

questions in public.  While the pageants employed a number of dramatic devices to engage 

the audience with a composite ‘now’ of medieval and scriptural times, performance time 

would not have been collectively experienced by its audiences.
73

  In giving flesh to a complex 

array of roles within and relationships to scriptural time, as well as involving an audience 

who, individually and collectively, brought to the plays their own associations, desires and 

values, dramatic performance is in the privileged position of conducting its temporal 

negotiations in a manner which crosses classes, education levels and genders. 

  

 Frequently performed by sponsoring craft guilds, medieval biblical drama also 

promoted the intersection of urban, lay working time with religious time, intimately linking 

the crafts of these guilds with the act of Creation.
74

  Plays were used to mark time, and York 

and Chester’s cycles were initially performed annually during the feast of Corpus Christi: a 

feast of divine embodiment which celebrated the simultaneity of Christ’s presence in the 
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consecrated bread, his body on the cross and his last meal with his disciples.
75

  Choosing to 

celebrate the adoration of the Eucharist with drama depicting, as David Mills argues, ‘the 

reassuring framework of universal history from the beginning of Creation to the end of 

historical time’, the pageants at York and Chester dealt with a complex array of times as they 

aligned key moments from Hebrew and Christian scriptures with the temporal rhythms of 

urban life.
76

  Their focus on Corpus Christi also meant that these plays were performing these 

histories during a feast particularly invested in the bodily and the visual.  As well as 

performing time, the plays were themselves subject to time.  Pamela King has examined how 

the movement of the Chester pageants to Whitsun changed the plays’ liturgical associations, 

as well as the selection of events to be performed, in order to accommodate the changing 

theologies of its performance context.
77

  The ways the plays were staged also affected how 

their narratives were received by their audiences.  The annual, wagon-based York plays 

participated in very different relationships to narrative time in comparison to static, non-

cyclic plays, which tended to take a more linear direction.  An audience at York or Chester 

might have encountered episodes out of chronological order, in which events from Hebrew 

and New Testament scripture could be performed at adjacent stations and thus invite visual 

and aural comparison (and competition).  Moreover, even repeated performances of biblical 

episodes would have appeared differently in each new space, potentially transforming that 

space for its future use.  For example, the last performance station in the York cycle was the 

Pavement: a civic space used throughout the rest of the year for public punishment, including 

execution.  The staging of the Crucifixion in such a space would have had the simultaneous 

effect of being the ‘fit’ place for executing a criminal, aligning Christ with the criminals 

usually executed there, while problematically linking Christ’s persecutors to the civic 

authorities who sentenced medieval men to die in that same spot.
78

   

 While works in other areas of medieval literary studies show a growing interest in 

matters of time, time has long been a recurring theme in drama criticism.  Among these, four 
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approaches have proved most pervasive.  These include work on the plays’ performance 

contexts;
79

 work assessing how the plays altered during the religious changes of the sixteenth 

century;
80

 work on the challenges of staging the plays in post-medieval / contemporary 

contexts;
81

 and work examining how specific temporal models or phenomena (such as 

anachronism, typology or topology) operate within the plays.
82

  Four of these areas are 

primarily concerned with the times encountered through the process of dramatic production; 

that is, the influence of time and context on the plays.  This book intends to develop this last 

category, by examining the approaches to time created and experienced within the fabric of 

the plays themselves.  Discussions of anachronism and prolepsis constitute some of the 

earliest temporal approaches to the plays, and continue to be an important element of 

medieval drama criticism.  V. A. Kolve, for example, aimed to situate the plays within 

medieval discourses of time, eternity and a seven-epoch history of the world.
83

   Listing the 

many kinds of anachronisms found within the plays (including medieval settings and 

costumes, figures of speech and references to local figures, places and buildings), he argued 

for a conceptual blurring between times.   However, as I demonstrate throughout this book, 

identifying temporal play merely as ‘anachronism’ relies on the assumption that a pageant’s 

time runs in a predictably linear fashion, and this is rarely the case.  Moreover, because Kolve 

argued that ‘the past was played as an image of the present time’ his primary focus was on 

the imaginings of similarities, rather than potential areas of conflict between times.
84

  

Subsequent scholarship has likewise tended to continue to approach dramatic anachronism by 

assuming it arises from a need to suggest similarity between times.  James Simpson, 

Elisabeth Dutton and Robert S. Sturges, for example, draw attention to the political uses of 

anachronism to challenge certain elements of the plays’ performance contexts – for example, 

by identifying where plays draw unfavourable comparisons between local powers and 

                                                           
79

  For examples of contextual approaches, see Clifford Davidson, Material Culture and Medieval Drama 

(Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1999) and Gail McMurray Gibson, The Theater of Devotion: 

East Anglian Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1989) 
80

  See Jessica Dell, David Klausner and Helen Ostovich, eds., The Chester Cycle in Context, 1555-1575: 

Religion, Drama, and the Impact of Change (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2012); Coletti, ‘The Chester Cycle 

in Sixteenth-Century Religious Culture’, pp. 531-47 and Richard K. Emmerson, ‘Dramatic History: On the 

Diachronic and Synchronic in the Study of Early English Drama’, JMEMS, 35.1 (2005), 39-66. 
81

  See Rogerson, ed., The York Mystery Plays: Performance in the City and Roland Reed, ‘The Slaughter of the 

Innocents’, Early Theatre, 3 (2000), 219-28. 
82

  See Thomas Rendall, ‘Visual Typology in the Abraham and Isaac Plays’, Modern Philology, 81 (1984), 221-

32 and Pamela Sheingorn’s review of typological approaches in Pamela Sheingorn, ‘Typology and the Teaching 

of Medieval Drama’, in Approaches to Teaching Medieval English Drama, ed. by Richard K. Emmerson, (New 

York, NY: MLAA, 1990) pp. 90-100. 
83

  Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi, pp. 101-23. 
84

  Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi, p. 110. 



35 
 

biblical tyrants.
85

  This book, however, discusses the temporal work done by incidents of 

anachronism that deliberately jar with their contexts, rather than draw similarities between 

them.  What, for example, are we to make of the Chester Noah’s wife when she swears by 

Christ in a manner which defies medieval sermons against swearing and suggests a 

knowledge of the New Testament (a knowledge her husband does not appear to share)?  

Given she categorically refuses Noah’s fashioning of himself as a proto-Christ, her choice of 

swear-object is not accidental.  It draws attention to the failure of typological associations 

between the Flood and Crucifixion, and invests the wife’s speech with a violent agency that 

resists Noah’s own interpretation of the Flood.  Anachronistic difference can therefore be just 

as important as similarity. 

 Discussions of anachronism continue to inform historicist approaches to early drama.  

Historicist, or contextual, approaches have formed the bulk of medieval drama criticism, 

which have been greatly supported by the valuable new sources of evidence emerging from 

the Records of Early English Drama project.  Key studies from Gail McMurray Gibson and 

Penny Granger have discussed the N-Town plays in relation to their late fifteenth-century 

East Anglian context, they have expanded the possibilities of dramatic anachronism by 

conducting a detailed analysis of how plays and manuscripts related to the other 

contemporary cultural and religious products.
86

  These studies have also been supported by 

parallel investigations into aspects of modern performances of medieval plays, including 

staging, material culture, casting and acting.
87

  The contextual details these studies made 

available have opened the plays up to consideration of the ways audience members and actors 

might experience performances.
88

  These approaches have been complemented by works 

seeking to establish how medieval drama was shaped by the religious changes of the 
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sixteenth century, showing that, as audiences and authorities changed, the telling of biblical 

narratives changed too. This is part of a wider movement to resist the ‘canonical partition’ 

between medieval and Early Modern drama, and scholars have identified evidence that what 

had formerly been considered ‘medieval’ dramatic styles continued late into the sixteenth 

century.
89

  The focus of this book is therefore made possible by a wide range of approaches 

working to elucidate the historical, civic and religious contexts of late medieval biblical 

drama, particularly those concerning gender in the plays, the play’s original performance 

contexts and dramatic receptions of biblical narrative.  These investigations have identified 

the potential multiplicity of perspectives within audience, local authority and national 

political responses to medieval biblical plays.  A need now arises for a corresponding 

analysis of the ways the characters represented in these plays also operate under multiple 

agendas and temporal perspectives.   

 Where drama criticism has engaged with specific models of time in biblical drama, it 

has tended to focus on only one aspect of time, without asking whether the play also supports 

other co-existing or conflicting temporal truths.  For example, Pamela Sheingorn finds that 

typological readings of the plays rely on ‘filling in the gaps’ in biblical narrative, and 

transform Hebrew scripture into a foreshadowing of Christ.
90

  Typology, she claims, insists 

that from the divine perspective – and, therefore, the only correct perspective – events in the 

Hebrew Testament point towards Christ.
91

  The creative and cultural influence of the 

pervasive typological analysis of the plays became particularly evident in the 2018 

performance of the York Mystery Plays, in which director Tom Straszewski carefully re-

structured that year’s pageants by typological pairing rather than chronological sequence.  

This allowed for the performance of pageants which had not always been included in prior 

productions.  Yet while the importance of typology in the plays has rightly received a lot of 

critical attention, nobody has yet interrogated how successful it actually is within the plays.  

Throughout this book, I demonstrate that typological machinations within the plays are 
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vulnerable to contradiction, and that processes bringing together events from the Hebrew and 

Christian Testaments are just as likely to highlight the disjunctions between these times as 

secure Christological foreshadowing or anticipation.  This is often due to the presence of a 

character who either unconsciously contradicts typological readings by responding to time in 

a different way, or is who is actively trying to deny typological processes.  This kind of 

typological contradiction frequently occurs when the plays are, in Sheingorn’s words, ‘filling 

in the gaps’ and showing things that do not appear in the Bible, such as Joseph confronting 

Mary about her pregnancy, what the shepherds were up to before the angel arrived, Herod’s 

decision-making process before he orders the slaughter of the Innocents, and the members of 

the community who are drowned by the Flood. 

 While typological readings of the plays have been by far the most popular of those 

approaches that do consider specific models of time, discussions of other experiences of time 

are also beginning to appear.  Pamela King’s work on the York Cycle’s relationship to the 

fifteenth-century liturgical calendar argues that the plays ordered their narratives so that all 

events derived meaning from the Christian ‘centre’ – that is, from Redemption.
92

  While she 

identifies the typological pairing of episodes from the Hebrew and Christian scriptures in 

both liturgy and pageants, she also suggests that the plays were also heavily invested with the 

organisation of history which saw Christ as a moment of definitive change.  This is 

considered further in the first chapter of this book, which finds that the concept of a temporal 

‘centre’ equally invites problematic ambiguity about where, when and with whom this 

‘centre’ resides.  When, as my colleague James Howard so delightfully phrased in discussing 

this project with me, was ‘Christian o’ Clock’?  Works addressing typology in the plays are 

presently limited by the fact that, while they tend to consider a single aspect or experience of 

typology within a play or cycle, they rarely address what happens to these models when they 

are placed in dialogue with alternative models of time.
93

  This is in contrast to the work on 

time being done in later drama, in which models of temporal collapse, typology, spectrality, 

topology and queer experiences of time have informed readings of plays which dramatize or 

respond to the medieval ‘past.’
94

  In interrogating the ways medieval drama frames moments 
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of gendered and Jewish-Christian conflict, the following chapters engage some of these 

methodologies to argue that time constitutes a crucial element in understanding both the 

staging of conflict and lay medieval attitudes towards these biblical episodes.  It argues that 

not only were complex models of time in operation – often simultaneously – in these plays, 

but that they also provide evidence for the ways medieval laypeople engaged with, embodied 

and understood time.   

 

Resisting chronology 

 Appropriately for a book which discusses conflicts that complicate linear models of 

time, I structure my argument out of sync with biblical chronology.  The first chapter 

considers the Incarnation at the beginning of the gospels; the second moves ‘backwards’ to 

examine the Flood; the third the Nativity, and the fourth the slaughter of the Innocents.  This 

deliberate movement across episodes which represent a series of ‘fissures’ Christian theology 

claimed to have established in time is also related to the increasing complexity of models of 

time operating in each episode.  Chapters one and two draw on medieval figurations of 

Judaism and of Hebrew texts as ‘past’ to examine how typology and supersession are used 

and challenged in the plays.  The first chapter foregrounds the key issues raised in this study 

through a close examination of the Incarnation, an event frequently treated in medieval and 

modern chronologies as a point of transition.  It examines the series of conflicts staged 

between Mary and Joseph in the Marian pageants of the N-Town manuscript in relation to the 

temporal problem of the Incarnation as a moment of supersession which ‘undoes’, or 

replaces, former understandings and laws.  My choice of the N-Town pageants here is due to 

the fact that, of all the surviving medieval biblical pageant collections, they amplify the doubt 

narrative most by staging repetitive scenes of doubt, enlightenment and reconciliation.  These 

plays also place Joseph’s body under as much scrutiny as Mary’s.  Underpinned by work in 

Jewish studies, which theorises both Jewish and female bodies as resistant to narratives of 

supersession and assimilation, it finds that the play’s repetitive performances of conversion 

not only question how successfully Joseph has moved between ‘Jewish’ and ‘Christian’ 

times, but also challenge how successful linear, transitional models of time actually are.  The 

second chapter, which witnesses Noah and his wife’s altercations before, during and after the 
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Flood in the York and Chester cycles, complicates supersessionary models by introducing 

competing models of temporal understanding.  These plays demonstrate an ongoing concern 

with the past – how it is to be managed, recollected or forgotten – and examine what happens 

when characters experience an act of destructive divine punishment differently from one 

another.  Noah’s wife refuses to forget the past.  Engaging with medieval theories concerning 

remembrance, beginnings, annihilation and renewal as well as Carolyn Dinshaw’s work on 

temporal collapse and Jonathan Gil Harris’ model of explosive time as ‘the untimely 

interruption of a past’, this chapter finds that, while Noah adheres to a supersessionary 

understanding of the Flood which demands the erasure of the past, his wife engages with 

models of time that recall the past into the present.
95

  The York wife’s performative speech 

acts and the Chester wife’s rejection of an exclusive model of salvation form a feminine 

counter-typology which frustrates Noah's own typological understanding of himself as a 

precursor to Christ.  Her acts of remembrance also puncture Noah and God’s desire for a new 

‘beginning’ founded on oblivion. 

 Where the first two chapters are concerned with the use and management of the past, 

the third chapter focuses instead on the questions of futurity and delay raised when a play 

deliberately complicates its own timeline.  This occurs in the Towneley Second Shepherds’ 

Play, in which the sheep-in-the-manger plot forms a moment of creative play that interrupts 

the time of the Nativity.  The chapter uses this play to re-evaluate current models of queer 

time, and particularly models that hinge on the presupposition that there is a normative, or 

homogenous, way of experiencing time.  Rather, it suggests, we might more productively 

consider the play in relation to Lee Edelman’s narrower idea of queer narratives 

demonstrating a resistance towards concepts of futurity centred upon heterosexual 

reproduction.
96

  Engaging with ‘queer’ time as an interruptive complication of times directed 

towards procreation, the chapter examines the Play’s delayed and inverted Nativity where a 

woman appears to give ‘birth’ to a sheep.  It includes a discussion of the non-linear 

production history of the Towneley manuscript, Huntingdon MS HM1 and its role as a 

nostalgia object, before examining the play’s grotesque figuring of human reproduction and 

pregnancy as failure.  The images of parenthood which are so crucial in the other three 

chapters of this book are disrupted through the parodic interruption of Mak and Gyll’s 

curiously non-reproductive narrative.  In doing so, the play substitutes the child with a sheep: 
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a queer icon which produces a false signifier of futurity and frustrates the play’s initial drive 

towards reproduction.  The final chapter examines the clash between mothers and soldiers in 

the Towneley Herod the Great pageant.  It asks what happens when Herod recognises he 

occupies a time of theological transition and takes steps to prevent it.  Engaging with Michel 

Serres’ ‘crumpled handkerchief’ model of folded, topological time, it examines how the 

Towneley Herod the Great amplifies the ways its gospel source brings together multiple 

events from Hebrew and Christian scripture in processes of prophecy and validation.
97  

Terrified of both past and future, Herod enacts devastating violence in an attempt to tear his 

own pages out of history.  However, as this chapter shows, the mothers of the Innocents act 

as agents of topological resistance to Herod’s plans, binding moments in Christian and 

Hebrew history securely together even as they fruitlessly fight his soldiers.   

 The monograph’s conclusion returns briefly to York’s The Fall of the Angels to 

examine how structures of anticipation built into the play enabled the audience briefly to 

occupy God’s experience of eternity.  It also asks what happens to this God-like perspective 

if a play breaks this contract of narrative anticipation.  The conclusion also turns its attention 

to the temporal assumptions that are still prevalent in our own critical practice.  In discussing 

a short episode from the 1611 manuscript of the Cornish play Gwreans an bys, it critiques 

‘medieval’ and ‘early modern’ critical periodization and the supersessionary models of 

theatre they produce.  In doing so, it finds that, like the moments of temporal conflict 

patterned throughout the plays of this book, such models are confounded by the rich diversity 

of ways the representation of biblical dramatic personae and their audiences seek to 

assimilate, deny, preserve or violently obliterate the past. 
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