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Abstract:          English medie al theat e  as not onl  a  ealm of ente tainment, but 

one of education. Mo eo e , as England  as a Ch istian nation, it is no 
su p ise that its pla s functioned in didactic acco dance  ith  eligious 
teachings of the time. Ch istianit , ho e e  g ounded in lo e and 
fo gi eness it ma  ha e been,  as not  ithout its pe cei ed enemies, 
one of  hich in medie al England  as  the Je . The ideolog  and 
p actice of anti-Semitism both de eloped and flou ished in medie al 
England, and  as  einfo ced b  and  eflected in the didactic po e  of 
its pla s. As is especiall  appa ent in The 3ati ity of N-To n, the 
C o ton Play of the Sacrament, and ‘o k M ste  pla  The Resurrection, 
medie al English d amatists didacticall  impa ted to thei  audiences 
anti-Semitic doct ine using m ths, the ph sicalit  of pe fo mance, 
pa allelism in  heto ical const uction of dialogue, allite ation, and mo e 
to situate the Je  as a lite al,  ationalist, sac ilegious Other.  
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as England s mo al, faithful, and supe io ideological f ame o k, but also to                     
e o cise its o n demons and p oject them onto Judaism – a po e ful, hateful                         
ideological p actice of dispossession that continues to negati el esonate in                   
toda s   o ld. 
 

“ithout uestion, a ma iage of ente tainment and inst uction as at pla ithin                       
medie al English d ama: mo alities and m ste c cle pla s alike e e                   
unashamedl info mati e, didactic p oductions aimed at the mo al bette ment of                   

thei audiences “alke , , p. . This mo al bette ing had spi itual                     
dimensions, hich manifested in Ch istian England as pe fo mances fo the                   
g eate glo of God “alke , , p. . Medie al English didacticism, eligious                       
o not, p esented itself in a a iet of fo ms and emplo ed a ange of de ices to                               
make its points . Fu the , it as ielded b elite inte est g oups that e e                         
implicitl c itical of othe institutions “alke , , p. . Because Ch istians                     

const ucted the Je as ep esenting medie al England s p ima elite inte est                   
g oup, Judaism becomes the seat of alte it , and b e tension, a g andl c iticized                         
s stem of beliefs — ith the conse uence that those ho adhe e to it a e uite                             
ilified. Inte estingl , impo tantl , and p oblematicall , itnessing these pla s had                 

the effect of educing pla goe s eliance upon the p iesthood as the sole                       
mediato s of doct ine, encou aging a pe sonal in estment and g eate localism                   
in eligious life “alke , , p. . In othe o ds, English medie al d ama                         
deli e ed anti-Semitism into the hands and into the heads of the masses, f om                         

hich point the e e theo eticall f ee to make and p opagate thei o n                       
inte p etations. 

 

Unde standing the Je s position in medie al England is integ al to full                     
comp ehending the didactic anti-Semitism in the m ste and Mi acle pla s. F om                     
the onset of the eligion, Ch istians felt the need to diffe entiate themsel es f om                         
thei olde b othe – the Je – and demonst ate that [thei ] ne eligion as                           
supe io in impo tant and e en cosmic a s Katz, , p. . This ould                         
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e entuall esult in an ideological anti-Je ish attitude Katz, , p. . B the                         
late medie al pe iod, English de otional cultu e [ as] ife ith images of Je s,                       
anging f om the pat ia chies of the 1ld Testament in pla s p esented b guilds as                           

an inc easingl int insic pa t of Co pus Ch isti festi al celeb ations each sp ing to                       
the blasphemous, te if ing [Host] desec ato s d amatized in the C o ton Play of                     
the Sacrament  Desp es, , p. . “hile the t adition of anti-Judaism g e in                         
English lite atu e, so too did the image of the Je as a gene ic 1the in an effo t                                 
to displace England s g o ing Lolla dism. As a esult, Je s e e not me el                       
s mbols of alte it , but e e a necessa element in the de otional o ld of the                           
late medie al English lait Desp es, , p. . In othe o ds, the Je as both                             
e iled and used – fea ed, and et, crucial to medie al English Ch istian doct ine,                         

discou se,   heto ic, and  b  e tension,  lite atu e  and  pla s. 

 

As a esult, English medie al d ama – designed to comfo t and sustain the belie ing                           
Ch istian – p ojects un elenting hostilit . . . to a d the disbelie e , the Je , to                           
the deg ee that these pla s a e conside ed some of the most ehementl                       
anti-Je ish gen es in the histo of English lite atu e Specto , , p. . This                         
s stemic anti-Semitism manifests as disto tions and ste eot pes of the Je , as ell                       
as the assignment to the Je of un anted aspects of the Ch istian communit ,                         
esulting in his e ec ation Specto , , p. . “hile c itics such as M.J. Landa                           

a gue that medie al d ama ilified the Je in the ake of fanaticism,                         
intole ance, and igno ance as cited in Specto , , p. , it is mo e p ope l a                             
matte of scapegoating — the Ch istian s e te nalization of inne conflicts                   
Specto , , p. . Essentiall , elabo ates Specto , the anti-Semite seizes on the                       

Je because the Je is the a ailable o cultu all -defined ta get, the suspect, the                         
alien element in the communit , and he p ojects onto the Je dange s that the                           
anti-Semite finds th eatening Specto , , p. . Ultimatel , in English medie al                     
d ama, the Je is t ansfo med into an e te nal and con enient eposito fo                       
Ch istian  fea s  Specto ,   ,  p.  . 
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The p ocesses, esults, and effects of this d amatic, d amatu gical Je ish                   
scapegoating a e m iad. Effecti el , the Je as made to ep esent p ecisel and                       
onl those e ils that e e most th eatening to the goals of the pla s, ende ing the                             
Je unassimilable b his manne of being ent apped in eason and as thus . . .                               
incapable of accepting T uth as faith Specto , , p. . Simpl put, the Je s                           
inabilit to pe cei e highe t uth made him diffe ent, deficient, and the efo e                     

dange ous Specto , , p. . Afte King Ed a d V s edict in e pelling all                           
Je s f om the count , the e e e onl a fe [Je s] at best b the fifteenth                             
centu in England Specto , , p. . D amatists p acticall in ented them,                     
consciousl selecting specific models of the Je . . . alte ing them to se e the                             

didactic pu poses of the pla s Specto , , p. . In this p ocess, the Je                           
e entuall became associated ith the de il, t isting the matte into a conflict                       
bet een E il and Good Specto , , p. . “ithin such d ama, Je s, identified                         
b dialogue, stage di ections, and speake headings, e e figu es ho utte l                     
ejected Jesus di init and fe entl oppose[d] an alte ation of the 1ld La                       
Specto , , p. . Essentiall , the Je as cha acte as mo e of a spi itual                           

const uction, athe than acial, ethnic, o cultu al Specto , , p. . It seems,                         
then, the Je of medie al English d ama as a const uct of eligious 1the ness                         
and as such, a fountain of he es intended fo its utilit in illust ating Ch istian                           

dogma. 

 
The alte it of the Je and his especti e e ilness in medie al English d ama is                           
else he e clea l and consistentl established, albeit in a ing a s. In all of the                         
m ste c cles, the Je s a e made to bea full esponsibilit fo i tuall e e                         
aspect of Jesus death, e en the pa t pla ed b Pilate s soldie s acco ding to gospel                           
accounts . In the To nele manusc ipt, Ma cha acte izes the C ucifi ion as                     
st ife bet een the Je s and Jesus , hile the isen Jesus himself late blames onl                           
the [Je s] in Specto , , p. . Both of these e amples demonst ate a so t of                             
theat ical counte -gospel that suggests the ite s as ell as those ho mounted                       
the pla s had fe ualms about taking libe ties ith Sc iptu e, in o de to po t a                           
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the Je in a mo e negati e light. Je s e e also po t a ed as ationalizing the                           
mi aculous Specto , , p. , especiall in the Mi acle pla s. Additionall , the Je                         

as egula l linked to the inapp op iatel ph sical — o athe — bodil e il.                         
Pla ing off of Ma as mediat i and defende of the Chu ch s bodil bounda ies ,                         
the Je as depicted as desec ating the Host and thus taking pa t in illful acts                             
of desec ation, effecti el establishing thei lite alist natu e e sus that of                   
spi itual Ch istians Desp es, , p. ; Desp es, , p. . This imposed,                       

in ented, ba ba ous bodil natu e manifests th oughout English d ama – in scenes                     
such as Je s dancing gleefull a ound the c oss in the C ucifi ion pla s Specto ,                         

, p. – fu the 1the ing the Je , and ea ning him e en g eate e ilement in                             
cent es  of  Ch istian  de otion. 
 

The depiction of the Je s efutation of mi acles, a common means of the                         
e position of didactic anti-Semitism in medie al English d ama, is p esent in the                       
N-To n pla The 3ati ity . As a pa t of the d amatic action, the i ginit of Ma is                               
to be ph sicall confi med b t o female Je s ho, p efe ing e idence to faith ,                         
a e 1the ed b thei p efe ence of ationalit o e eligiosit P ice , p. .                         
Initiall , the t o Je s efuse to e en ente Ma s ca e, fea ing the di ine light                           
emitting  f om it: 

SAL1ME.  “e  da e not ente  this lodge, in  faith! 
The e is  the ein  so  g eat b ightness! 
Moon  b  night no  sun b  da  
Shone ne e  so  clea  in thei  lightness! 

ZEL1M‘.  Into this house  da e I not go. 
The  onde ful  light does me aff a ! 

The 3ati ity,  –  
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E entuall , the Je Zelom must satisf he ationalit and e if Ma s intact                       
i ginhood ph sicall . 1nce Ma p o okes an e amination ith the o ds Test ith                       
ou  hand   ou self  alone   The  3ati ity,  , Zelom  e claims  

He e  openl  I feel  and  see:  

A  fai  child of  a  maiden  is  bo n  
. . .  
His mothe , not hu t of  i ginit .  

The 3ati ity,  – ,     

‘et, Salome, the othe Je in this scene, follo ing the Pauline ste eot pe of the                           
Je as stubbo nl blind to the t uth, p efe s to place he faith in he o n common                               
sense and e pe ience of the o ld P ice, , p. , totall dist usting Zelom s                         
claims:  

SAL1ME.  It  is  not t ue,  it ma  ne e  be 
That both be  clean! I cannot  belie e! 
. . .  
I shall  ne e  t o  it but I it p o e; 
“ith  hand  touching  but  I assa , 
In m  conscience  it ma  ne e  clea e 
That she has child and  is  a  maid. 

  The 3ati ity,  – ,   –  

“hat ne t occu s in The 3ati ity is an ultimate damning of the ational,                         
e pe imental, mi acle- uestioning Je . Upon e if ing Ma s i ginit he self,               
Salome is t eated to a hierosphthitic e pe ience, as P ice desc ibes it, a ph sical                         

ithe ing o c ippling as di ine punishment fo touching a hol object ith                       
sac ilegious hands P ice, , pp. – . “hile such e pe iences in Ch istian                     
theolog e e often mo tal, hie osphthitic e pe iences ith the Vi gin e e                   
instead t picall co ecti e athe than engeful, offe ing esto ation ia                 
epentance athe than death as punishment – ho e e , this lenience is not to be                           
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inte p eted as an less anti-Semitic, as it simpl depicts Ch istians not [killing]                       
Je s ith kni es, but ith o ds P ice, , p. . E entuall , Ma in ites                         
Salome to e if he i ginit , stating “isel ansack and t the t ue oath /                           
“hethe I be fouled o a clean maid The 3ati ity – . E pectantl , Salome                         
p oceeds,  and then states  the follo ing: 

SAL1ME.  Alas,  alas,  and   ella a ! 
Fo  m  g eat  doubt  and  false belief 
M  hand is dead  and  d  as cla . 
M  false dist ust  has  ought  mischief!  
. . . 
Fo  I did tempt this  maid so b ight 
And  held against  he  pu e  cleanness. 
In g eat mischief no  am I pight. 
Alas,  alas fo  m  le dness!  

  The 3ati ity,  – ,   –  

He e, afflicted ith a hie osphthitic penalt , Salome s hand is left ithe ing and                       
useless P ice, , p. . E identl , Salome s attempt to p o e th ough                     

e pe ience hat should ha e been belie ed th ough faith is indicati e of the Je s                         
fault , anti-mi acle ationalit , sac ilege, and ultimatel , his o he alte it P ice,                     

, p. . Ho e e , the pla s didacticism does not end the e, as Jesus –                           
illust ating Ch istian dogma – heals Salome s hand: The Son of God, fo sooth he is,                           
/ Has healed m hand that as fo lo n The 3ati ity, – . Clea l , the Je is                             
not onl 1the ed in this e change, but used as a demonst ati e tool to sho the                             
alidit and alue of Ch istianit , including its mi acles, the Vi gin, and its ultimate                         

Goodness. 

 

Depicting the Je as ph sicall ba ba ous and hostile to the Eucha ist is anothe                         
ke method of didactic anti-Semitism in medie al English d ama. This st ateg is                       
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easil obse able in the C o ton Play of the Sacrament. In Sacrament , a g oup of                           
Je s illegall p ocu e a Host and – once again, illust ating thei supposed                       
ationalit , ish to test the efficac of Ch istian belief in a cake Lampe t, , p.                             

. The Je s tests, hich include stabbing and attempted bu ning, is e ocati e of                         
a t adition of Host desec ation legends ci culating in late-medie al Eu ope                   
conce ning Judaism, as ell as accusations of Je ish itual mu de , such as in                         
Bu St. Edmunds, he e this pla as likel initiall put on Sacrament,  – .                         
Thus, one can infe that anti-Semitic tales and d ama e e pe petuall and                       
mutuall self- einfo cing: each tale leading to g eate belief in the d ama, leading                       
back to belief in the tale, and so on. Mo eo e , Sacrament does o k to einfo ce                             
the cha ge that Je s [ e e] the kille s of Ch ist b its a of tu ning the Je s                               
desec ation of the Host  into a   ne  Passion   Sacrament,   : 

The  g ie ed  ou  Lo d  g eatl  on g ound 
And  put him to  a ne  passion, 
“ith  dagge s  ga e him man  a  g ie ous   ound, 
Nailed  him to  a pilla ,  ith pinsons plucked him  do n  

Sacrament,  –  
He e, because the Host that the Je s pu chase is ega ded as the bod of Ch ist, a                               
constellation of . . . Je ish c imes is fo med, including itual mu de accusation                         

and blood libel, in addition to the afo ementioned Host desec ation Lampe t,                     
, p. . Anti-Semitic o k such as this helped cont ibute to a                       

fifteenth-centu standa dization of itual mu de s [being] identified ith Host                 
desec ations – a fusion that is appa ent in the Play of the Sacrament  s cent al act                             
of  alleged  Je ish  pe fid ,  the C ucifi ion   Lampe t,  , p.  .  

 

In The Play of the Sacrament, the C ucifi ion is essentiall e-enacted, pa alleled                       
in the Je s testing of the Host, didacticall impa ting Je ish blasphem , heinous                       
ph sicalit , and the afo ementioned pe fid , esulting in the Je being ega ded as                       
a once, futu e, and p esent th eat to the bod of Ch ist Lampe t, , p. .                             
1 e the cou se of the pla , the Je s pu chase the Bod of Ch ist just as the                               
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Romans bought Jesus f om Judas Lampe t, , p. , afte hich the smite                         
the eon ounds fi e Sacrament,  , echoing the fi e ounds of Ch ist on the                         
C oss. Ne t, the  Je s mi o  the  C ucifi ion itself, nailing  the Host  to  a  post:  

JASD1N.   He e  is  an  hamme  and  nails th ee,  I sa . 
Lift  his a ms,  fello ,  on  he  
“hile I d i e  these  nails,  I  ou p a , 
“ith  st ong  st okes fast. 

MASPHAT.   No  set on, fello s,   ith main  and  might, 
And  pluck his a ms a a  in  fight. 
“hat  if  the  t itch,  fello s,  a ight!  

  Sacrament,  –  

Then, the Je s bu n the Host in an o en, s mbolizing the Ha o ing of Hell                           
Lampe t,   ,  p.  : 

MALCHUS.   Ah, ho  this  fi e  ginneth  to  b enne  clea ! 
This  o e   ight hot I think to  make. 
No ,  Jason,  to  the cauld on  that  e stee , 
And  fast fetch  hithe  that  ilka cake. 

JAS1N.  I shall   ith  these  pinsons,  ithout doubt, 
Shake this  cake out  of this cloth, 
And  to  the o en  I  shall  it  out 
And  stop hi  the e,  though  he  be loth  

  Sacrament,  –  

Finall , the Host t ansfo ms into Ch ist himself, pa alleling the ultimate mi acle of                       
the Resu ection, functioning as the final ite ati e e-enactment – o athe , the                       
final stage of the ne passion the Banns fo etell nea the pla s outset Lampe t,                           

,  p.  .  
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Inte estingl and damningl the Play of the Sacrament links the Mass ith the                         
C ucifi ion, taking the ite ati e natu e of the Je s c ime[s] e en fu the                     
Lampe t, , p. . “hen Masphat – the legitimac of the Eucha ist not et                           

appa ent to him – sa s, ‘ea, I da e sa faithfull that thei faith is false: / That                                 
ne e he on that Cal a as killed / 1 in b ead fo to be blood: it is unt ue als                                     
Sacrament, – , he, in these consecuti e lines, ties Mass and the mi acle of                         

t ansubstantiation to the sac ifice of the C ucifi ion Lampe t, , p. . This                       
conjoining implies that e e celeb ation of the Mass is a e-enactment of Ch ist s                         
sac ifice and, conse uentl , of the Je s c ime against him Lampe t, , p. .                         
This is a po e ful and ideological sentiment, to be su e. Masphat s allusion to the                           
Mass at the sta t of the pla is e i ed b the song at the pla s conclusion                               
Lampe t, , p. , lea ing the association f esh in pla goe s minds. As a esult,                           

the Play of the Sacrament didacticall impa ts the C ucifi ion, the elated c imes of                         
host desec ation and itual mu de , and the Mass [as] pe petual and simultaneous                       
Lampe t, , p. , binding the Je to pe fid , the death of Ch ist, and mo e in                               

a  highl  infectious  manne .  

 

“hile the Play of the Sacrament s established Mass-Host-C ucifi ion-Je linkage is                   
its p ima fo m of anti-Semitic didacticism, the e is also a seconda , mino fo m                         
of Je ishness-as-carnalism at o k he e. In medie al English d ama, na ati es of                     
the Je established f e uent distinctions bet een appa ent ca nalit in the Je ,                     
and Ch istian co po ealit Desp es, , p. . Je ish ca nalit tended to                     
manifest as bodil aste, o mo e specificall , feces, spittle, o [as] feste ing                       
so es and ph sical ailments Desp es, , p. , effecti el demeaning the Je as                         
both 1the and lesse . 1nce Jonathas the Je finds himself bu ned in The Play of                             
the Sacrament , Colle ente s, e pounding on the se ices of his emplo e , Docto                       
B undich. Colle s fi st line eads Aha, he e is a fai fello ship Sacrament,  ,                         
making it clea he is add essing the enti e g oup of Je s and pe haps e e Je ,                             
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including those e te nal to the pla . Afte a d, Colle begins to spout a ca nal                         
discou se, beginning b decla ing B undich to be the most famous ph sician /                       
That e e sa u ine! Sacrament,  – , and then deli e ing the follo ing                     
passage:  

C1LLE.   All manne  of men that ha e  an  sickness, 
To Maste  B enbe cl  look that   ou  ed ess. 
“hat  disease  o  sickness  that e e   e ha e, 
He   ill  ne e  lea e  ou till  e be  in   ou  g a e! 
“ho hat  the  canke , the collick,  o  the la , 
The te tian, the  ua tan,  o  the  b ining  a s, 
Fo   o ms, fo  gna ing,  g inding  in the  omb o  in the 
bold o, 
All manne   ed e en,  blea ed e en,  and  the mig aine  also, 
Fo  headache,  boneache, and  the eto  the toothache 
The colt-e il  and  the b osten  men he  ill  unde take  

                                Sacrament,  –  

He e, it is impo tant to ecognize that Colle s p oclamation is aimed at a pa t of                             
Je s, and thus, all of these g otes ue bodil ailments a e asc ibed to thei                         
cha acte . As a esult, the Je ishness as carnality m th is didacticall e-enfo ced,                       
impa ting  to  Ch istian  pla goe s  thei  appa ent ph sical supe io it .  

 

Finall , not all didactic anti-Semitism in medie al English d ama as so o e t –                         
instead, as obse ation of allite ation and he e it is absent in the pla s of the                             
‘o k c cle ill demonst ate that, sometimes, the Ch istian d amatist s o k as                     
instead mo e subliminal. Recent stud of the anon mousl autho ed ‘o k c cle has                       
led schola s to posit both a g eat met ist and g eat d amatist o king                       
simultaneousl on the c cle s initial const uction Reese, , pp. – . The                     
latte pla ight – identifiable b his anapaestic ease, e cessi e allite ation, not                     
[being] go e ned b an s llabic ules, st esses coinciding ith . . . the allite ated                           
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sound Reese, , p. , and influence f om the Gospel of Nicodemus Reese,                         
, p. – has been unde stood b C.M. Ga le as ma ked b his                             

obse ation of life cited in Reese, , p. , and thus, o king in heto ic and                             
ant Reese, , p. . This pla ight s d amatic tendencies ha e ea ned him                       

the titles  York realist and the  Passion Play right of York   Reese,  , p.  . 

 

In his noted obse ation of life and in his heto ical app oach to the composition of                             
d amatic e se, this ‘o k ealist not onl disseminated of anti-Semitism, but also                       
emplo ed a subtle didactic app oach, pa ticula l e ident in his use of allite ati e                       
e se con entions in the ‘o k pla The Resurrection. 1 e the cou se of                       

Resurrection, Pontius Pilate con e ses ith Caiaphas, the latte all ing fo the                     
placement of gua ds at Ch ist s tomb. Closel e amined, this e change e eals                     
cont asting  le els  of  allite ati e   e se that designate  Caiaphas  as lesse : 

PILATE.   Centu ion,  be  ithal, 
‘e   ot  ou  cle ks the eclipses the  call 
Such  sudden  sight. 
Both sun and  moon  that season  shall 
Lack  of  thei  light. 

CAIAPHAS.  ‘ea,  and if dead  men  ose  bodil  
That might be  done  th ough so ce , 
The efo e  e set nothing the eb  
To be  abashed.  

  Resurrection,  –  

 

He e, the t eatment of Pilate s dialogue sho s st onge allite ation than does that                       
of Caiaphas, the Je . Mo e specificall , Pilate s lines featu e hat might be                       
called . . . a e tical allite ati e patte n, as sounds in one line a e ca ied o e into                                 
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the ne t Reese, , pp. – . Con e sel , in this passage, Caiaphas the Je is                           
t eated to no such o , one might concede, a less po e ful linguistic lu u . The                           
language of Pilate is ele ated o e that of Caiaphas, thus impa ting a lesser position                           
to the Je . Hea ing this allite ati e subtlet , audiences e e gi en a lesson in                         
Ch istian  supe io it ,  cont asting   ith compa ati e  Je ish  infe io it . 

 
The anti-Semitic didacticism outlined abo e is onl a f action of hat can be found                           
in the ‘o k C cle. And et, the point is clea : anti-Semitism as taught in the d ama                               
of the time. G eg “alke points out that, p oblematicall , a pla can be ead                             
o ecei ed in unintended a s, o ha e long-te m cultu al conse uences of hich                       
no one as initiall a a e hen the pe fo mance itself took place “alke , , p.                           

. Such long-te m cultu al conse uences a e the highl unfo tunate case e ident                     
ith medie al English anti-Semitism, as such hate continues to pe ade and infect                       

contempo a societ — ell be ond England s bo de s. Pe haps, such discou se                   
and its ideological conse uences e e ine itable. Jean-Paul Sa te info ms us that if                       
the Je s did not e ist the anti-Semite ould ha e to in ent them as cited in                             
Specto , , p. . Rega dless, it is undeniable that English d amatists indeed                       
de eloped a constellation of m ths about Je s and Judaism, athe than                     

eflecting eithe histo ical o theological ealit P ice, , p. . As C o ton s                       
Play of the Sacrament, The 3ati ity of N-To n, and the ‘o k C cle s The                         
Resurrection all demonst ate, medie al English anti-Semitism as ce tainl               
p esent,  and  as  dange ousl  po e ful. 

[ |  ] 

 
 
 

Bronson Carver , at the time of the  composition  of this paper, was a 4 th year 
student in  the English  Department,  Faculty of Social  Sciences and Humanities on 
Lakehead University's Thunder Bay campus. 
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