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RITUAL, DRAMA AND SOCIAL BODY
IN THE LATE %%)I{II;EVAL ENGLISH

THIS ARTICLE AIMS TO DISCUSS A SPECIFIC LATE MEDIEVAL CULT AS
practised in a specific context: that of the late medieval town. The
kind of town to be comsidered falls typically into the category of
“provincial capital”, or at least of “county town’’, in terms of a re-
cently suggested classification.! The cult in question is the cult of
Corpus Christi. Corpus Chnisti was celebrated annually on a day
which fell somerime between the end of May and the end of June.?
What I propose to discuss are the various rites which were celebrated
on Corpus Chrisu Day, the various dramatic, theatrical manifesta-
tions which took place in connection with the occasion, and the myth-
ology associated with both. By and large Corpus Christi has received
more attentton from literary scholars than from historians. This
is because the famous Corpus Christi play cycles developed in con-
nection with the Corpus Christi cult. The mythology of Corpus
Christi has been very interestingly discussed by, for example, V. A.
Kolve and Jerome Taylor.? Much has been written about the ways
the plays were presented and produced, some of this by scholars with
a strong historical sense, as more recently Alan Nelson and Margaret
Dorrell.* Nevertheless, there does seem to be lacking among most of
these writers anything more than a very generalized idea’ of the late

* This paper was put together while a member of the Institute of Advanced Study,
Princeton, New Jersey, during the Session Igrﬁ-; [ owe a debt o 1:nFrnlzﬂ.ru::lm to that
distinguished institution, and 1 particelar 1o its School of Historical Studies, whose
Chairman, John Elliott, and fellow-members provided so much by wnﬂof hospitality,
stimulating discussion and conversation. I am also gratefu] to Michae! Hunter and Bob
Scnbner, who arganized the London Unuversity seminar on “Ritual, Myth and Magic
in Early Modern Europe™ to which it was delivered in November 191%

' See P. Clark and P. Slm:t-c Engluh Towms in Transition, I 500-1700: Estays in Urban
Husiory (London, 1976}, p

* The date of Corpus ‘sl:i D‘Ij" was determined by that of Easter Sunday and
showed the same vanauon from year 1o vear.

3 V. A. Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi (London, 1966); Jerome Taylor, “The
Dramatic Structure of the Corpus Christi Play™, in Jerome Taylor and Alan H. Nelson
[cdss ), Medieval English Droma: Etsays Cnincal and Contextual (Chucago, 1972), pp.
148

+ Alan H. Nelson, The Medieval English Stage: Corpus Christi Pageanis and Plays
ECb.u:abgo 1974); Margmtr Darrell, “The Mayor of York and the Coronation Pageant”,
medies in English, new ser., v (197 N}ﬂfp 34-45; Margaret Dorrell and Alexandra
F. Johnston, ““The Domesday Fn.geant York crcr.ﬁ" Leeds Seudies in English,
new ser., v (1971), pp. 29-34. )
5 As tlprtutd for cxample by Taylor, “Dramatic Structure of the Corpus Christi

Piay"”, pp. 152-3.
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