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Chapter 3

Past as Prologue:
Preceding “Liturgical Drama”

T

HE NOTION THAT A continuum from ritual to drama could
serve as gauge for the dramaticity of a sequence of medieval sung
Latin texts was unknown, and very likely unfathomable, in the centuries that preceded the revelations of Magnin. Yet, the rites and plays that
would form the category “liturgical drama” did not go unnoticed during
that long span that preceded the category’s nativity. To be sure, earlier critics addressed these texts in different ways, but for nearly all a clear distinction between rite and play was assumed. The liturgical aggregators of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries published the texts for liturgical
rites now included among the liturgical dramas alongside a great many
other rites without considering these as anything other than ceremonies
no longer in fashion. At the same time, eighteenth-century scholars published a handful of sung Latin plays for which they saw no liturgical intent.
Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Protestant reformers included rites
now identified as liturgical dramas among a wide array of ritual acts that
they saw as idolatrous or overtly theatrical without ever singling these out
for special consideration. Twelfth- and thirteenth-century exegetes similarly censured a handful of representations often identified as liturgical
dramas that were more likely non-liturgical spectacles of some sort. Not
only did the predecessors to Magnin fail to see a link between liturgy and
drama in the texts they cited or censured, they saw these as distinct species:
one liturgic and the other dramatic.

Capturing the Liturgical and Literary Past
(Seventeenth to Early Nineteenth Century)
Well before Magnin delivered his Sorbonne lectures, many of the works
that would gather under the rubric “liturgical drama” were already available in print. Multiple settings of the liturgical Visitatio Sepulchri were
included in the collections of monastic and liturgical documents compiled
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by Augustine Baker (1626),1 Jacques Eveillon (1641),2 Antoine Bellotte
(1662),3 Jean-Baptiste Le Brun des Marettes (1679 and 1718),4 Edmond
Martène (1690–1738), 5 Martin Gerbert (1776), 6 Stefan Würdtwein
(1784), 7 and Antonio Francesco Frisi (1794). 8 In addition, the Rouen
Officium Pastorum and Tours Officium Prophetarum had been offered by
Martène, and settings of the Officium Stellae had been given by both Le
Brun des Marettes9 and Martène10 for Rouen, by Martène for Limoges,11
and by Hermann Crombach for Besançon.12 Charles de Fresnes du Cange
in his Glossarium (1678) offered settings for all of these plus the Officium
Peregrinorum as well,13 and François-Ignace Dunod de Charnage offered
a transcription of an Annunciation officium from Besançon (1750). 14
And yet, in the two centuries that separated the publication of Baker’s
Apostolatus Benedictinorum in 1626 and Magnin’s lectures of 1834–1835,
all were presented either within the larger context of their liturgical celebration or among other rites that were similarly configured.
In 1626, Augustine Baker published the text of the tenth-century
Regularis Concordia as a whole, its Visitatio Sepulchri placed within the
context of the celebration of Easter morning, which was itself one of several brief chapters on the rites of Holy Week.15 Fifteen years later, Jacques
Eveillon included his account of the Visitatio Sepulchri from the cathedral
at Angers in a chapter entitled “On the morning processions before lauds
on Easter Sunday.”16 After describing a number of rites common to the
Greek Church, he introduced the Visitatio Sepulchri as was still celebrated
at the cathedral:
At the cathedral of Angers, the following mystery is celebrated at
the end of the third responsory of matins in this way. The high altar
is set up as the sepulcher of Christ, with a curtain placed before it.
Positioned at the altar are two major chaplains wearing surplices
and white copes, one at the right corner and the other at the left,
representing the angels sitting at the sepulcher. Next, two canon
prependiaries proceed from the sacristy, wearing albs and ornate
white dalmatics, amices covered with a purple veil, showing as the
women coming to the tomb, preceded by two acolytes with censers. Those standing in the doorway before the altar ask in song:
Quem quaeritis in sepulcro? The others respond, likewise singing:
Iesum Nazarenum crucifixum. Then the others: Non est hic: surrexit,
sicut praedixerat. Venite, & videte locum ubi positus erat Dominus.
Having heard this, the canon prebendiaries enter the sepulcher, and
to revere it they kiss the altar in the middle, as their Lord, kissing
because of the sweetness of love: meanwhile the two acolytes enter
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and cense the altar three times. Then the chaplains [sing]: Ite, nuntiate discipulis eius, quia surrexit. In response to this, the canon prebendiaries continue to the choir, preceded by the two acolytes, singing in a loud voice: Alleluia. Resurrexit Dominus hodie, resurrexit
leo fortis, Christus filius Dei. To this the entire choir responds in a
single voice: Deo gratias; dicite, eia. In the meantime, the two canon
prebendiaries ascend to the bishop, and in an act of respect greet
him with a kiss, saying in a soft voice: Resurrexit Dominus, Alleluia.
And suddenly, with happiness bursting as thunder, [they] intone the
hymn: Te Deum laudaumus, while the two acolytes cense.17

It is noteworthy that the Visitatio Sepulchri was not only still being celebrated at Angers in 1641, but that it would survive there for at least
another half-century (see the report of Le Brun des Marettes below,
pp. 89–90). By the mid-seventeenth century, theatrical presentations
had become commonplace in France. The ballets de cour had long been
the rage in the courts of Paris, and the golden age of French theater and
opera would soon be ushered in by the likes of Molière and Lully. Jacques
Eveillon was no cloistered churchman with scant experience of the world.
He had been educated at the University of Nantes and was the son of an
alderman of Angers. It is highly unlikely that, even as canon and grand
vicar at the cathedral in Angers, Eveillon would have been unaware of the
many and varied theatrical performances then proliferating in the kingdom.18 Yet, he found nothing amiss, nothing at all theatrical, in this liturgical visit to the sepulcher by clerics in the person of the Marys. The focus
on censing, the ritual kissing of the altar, the focus on clerical rank, the
interaction with the bishop, all speak to the solemn, ritual nature of this
observance. Had Eveillon recognized this as theater, as drama, he found
no reason to make note of it.
Edmond Martène similarly presented his transcriptions of what
would later be known as liturgical drama according to their liturgical
contexts. In 1690, Martène introduced his transcription of the Visitatio
Sepulchri from the Regularis Concordia with the following heading :
“After the third responsory [of matins] a singular rite is prescribed in the
[Regularis] Concordia of [St.] Dunstan.”19 In his Tractatus de antiqua ecclesiae disciplinae of 1706, Martène presented what we would come to know
as liturgical dramas according to their placement within the liturgical cursus. In his chapter on the rites of Advent (chapter 10, De adventu Domini),
for example, Martène describes an Annunciation officium observed at
Besançon during the Ember Days.20 In his chapter on the celebration of
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Christmas (chapter 12, De festo natalis Domini), Martène offered a description for the celebration of Christmas matins that included transcriptions
of the Officium Pastorum from the cathedral of Rouen and the monastery of Saint-Martial in Limoges. 21 For the Christmas octave, Martène
included an Officium Prophetarum from the monastery of Saint-Martin
in Tours that was embedded within his description of the office of matins (chapter 13, De octava natalis Domini).22 He offered similarly placed
treatments for the celebration of the Officium Stellae before the Mass of
the Epiphany at Rouen23 and during the Mass at Limoges24 (chapter 14,
De festo Epiphania), the Visitatio Sepulchri of Easter matins at Laon and
Narbonne25 and the Quem quaeritis sung prior to Mass at Saint-Martin
in Tours (chapter 25, De Paschatis festo).26 Other settings of the liturgical
Visitatio Sepulchri were given within the broader context of the liturgical rites for Easter Sunday as celebrated at particular churches. Included
among these were the rites of Soissons, Tours, Vienne, Strasbourg, Poitiers
and Verdun.27
In the additions provided by Jean-Baptist Le Brun des Marettes
for the second edition of Jean Le Prévôt’s transcription of the Liber de
Officiis Ecclesiasticis of John of Avranches in 1679,28 musical editions of
the Officium Stellae and Visitatio Sepulchri (Officium Sepulcri) were placed
among a number of extracts drawn from manuscripts from the cathedral
of Rouen then in the Bigot collection.29 The Appendix included, among
other things, descriptions of the solemn processions for the cathedral,
the expulsion and reconciliation of penitents, rites for the ordination of
bishops, excommunication, and the blessing of abbots along with additional liturgical commentaries and sermons on the priesthood and a paschal table for the year 1678. The Officium Stellae and Visitatio Sepulchri
were given in the midst of these in a section containing rites no longer
observed at the cathedral, which included in addition to these an Officium
Infantem (without musical notation) associated with the feast of St. John
the Evangelist. If Le Brun des Marettes had any inkling that the Officium
Stellae and Visitatio Sepulchri he offered could be seen as drama, he did
nothing to indicate this. It was not the theatrical nature of these ceremonies that gained his attention, but rather their novelty.
Textual transcriptions for several representational rites from Rouen
also found their way into Charles de Fresne du Cange’s Glossarium of
1678.30 While du Cange was not specifically interested in liturgical matters, he treated these ceremonies as strictly ritual actions. Each was labeled
as “officium,” and each was described according to its placement within
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the liturgy of the Rouen cathedral. Included among his entries were the
Pastorum officium of Christmas matins, 31 the Peregrinorum officium of
Easter Monday,32 the Sepulchri Officium of Easter matins,33 and Stella festum from the Mass of the Epiphany.34
The only scholar to consider any of these rites as drama during the
seventeenth century was Hermann Crombach, who included an undated
setting of the Officium Stellae from Besançon in his 1656 study of the three
Magi, whose relics had been in the cathedral of Cologne since the twelfth
century, and of all things that might be related to them. In his chapter on
the rites of Epiphany (volume 3, book 3, chapter 14), he treated the “Vigil
and feast of Epiphany, the Festive Joys and Unusual Rites, the tripudio of
Cologne, Besançon, and Freiburg.”35 Among the unusual rites, Crombach
included a setting of the Officium Stellae from Besançon that included
three clerics serving as attendants for the kings dressed as Persians with
one in blackface. While the presentation may have been unusual, the ceremony itself drew from the liturgy of the day along with two independent
sung poetic texts.36 The ceremony began with a procession to the ambo for
the Gospel reading, where the clerics portraying the three kings chanted
the Gospel one after the other and then processed to the altar to offer their
gifts. This was then followed by the creed and offertory sung as usual.37
While Crombach recognized this as ritual, he described it in his brief
commentary as “pious Burgundian drama.”38
Crombach’s view, however, was anomalous. As late as 1718, Le Brun
des Marettes (writing here under the pseudonym Le Sieur de Moleon) saw
nothing odd in the liturgical celebration of the Office du sépulcre that he
had observed at the cathedral of Angers more than two decades earlier
(and that he had earlier chronicled from the former use of Rouen), adding
some details not given by Eveillon in his description of 1641:
The third and last response of matins having finished, two seniors
vested in copes proceed with the cantor to the altar where the
gravecloth had been hidden. Two canon prebendiaries in dalmatics
wearing simple amices with embroidered caps on their heads and
with gloves or mittens on their hands preceded the others to the
altar. The seniors chant the question, Quem quaeritis? The canon
prebendiaries representing the Marys respond, Jesum Nazarenum
crucifixum. The seniors, Non est hic, surrexit sicut praedixerat; venite
et videte locum ubi positus erat Dominus. The canon prebendiaries
enter, and the seniors continue the chant, Ite, nuntiate discipulis
ejus quia surrexit. Leaving the altar, the canon prebendiaries carry
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two ostrich eggs wrapped in silk and return to the choir, singing,
Alleluia, Resurrexit Dominus, resurrexit leo fortis, Christus filius Dei.
The choir responds, Deo gratias, Alleluia.39

Even into the nineteenth century, scholars drawing from these collections continued to see these rites as liturgical acts, unusual liturgical acts
perhaps, but liturgical acts nonetheless. In 1806, for example, Thomas
Lingard, in The Antiquities of the Anglo-Saxon Church, observed that the
tenth-century Regularis Concordia included several “fanciful practices of
devotion.” To illustrate this, he offered in a footnote the following description of the Visitatio Sepulchri:
A curious ceremony was recommended for the feast of Easter.
Towards the close of matins, a monk retired into a species of sepulchre prepared in the church, and three others with thuribles in their
hands, and their eyes fixed on the ground, walked slowly along the
choir. After some delay, a voice issued from the sepulchre chanting
the anthem, “Whom do you seek?” They replied, “Jesus of Nazareth.” “He is not here,” resumed the voice, “he is risen as he said, Go
and tell his disciples (Mat. xxviii, 6).” Turning towards the choir,
they immediately sang the anthem, “The Lord is risen, &c.” when
they were recalled by the voice to the sepulchre, with the words of
the angel, “Come and see the place where the Lord lay (Mat. Ibid).”
They entered, and returned bearing before them a winding sheet,
and singing, “The Lord is risen from the grave.” The prior in thanksgiving intoned the Te Deum, and the office was continued in the
usual manner.40

Thomas Fosbroke, in his 1817 study of British monasticism, described the
same ceremony from the Regularis Concordia in even more neutral terms
and in the context of the liturgical events of the day:
On Easter-day the seven canonical hours were to be sung in the
manner of the Canons; and in the night before Mattins [sic], the
Sacrists (because our Lord rested in the tomb) were to put the Cross
in its place. Then, during a religious service, four Monks robed
themselves, one of whom in an alb, as if he had somewhat to do,
came stealingly to the tomb, and there holding a palm branch, sat
still, till the responsory was ended; when the three others, carrying
censers in their hands, came up to him, step by step, as if looking for
something. As soon as he saw them approach, he began singing in
a soft voice (dulcisone), “Whom seek ye?” to which was replied by
the three others in chorus, “Jesus of Nazareth.” This was answered
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by the other,—“He is not here, he is risen.” At which words, the
three last, turning to the choir, cried, “Alleluia, the Lord is risen.”
The other then, as if calling them back, sung, “ Come and see the
place;” and then rising, raised the cloth, showed them the place
without the Cross, and linen clothes in which it was wrapped. Upon
this they laid down their censers, took the clothes, extended them
to show that the Lord was risen, and singing an Antiphonar [sic],
placed them upon the Altar. The whole was concluded with suitable offices. “On these seven days,” says Dunstan, “we do not sing.”41

For nearly two centuries, the chroniclers of the ritual practices of the early
and medieval Church saw the ritual acts that would later be reclassed as
liturgical drama as ceremonial rather than drama. Without exception,
these writers associated the individual representational rites with particular monastic or ecclesiastical churches for use at particular times on
particular dates of the liturgical year. Each was presented as it was placed
within the manuscript from which it was drawn, and only one of the liturgical scholars gave particular notice that these ceremonies were at all different from any of the other liturgical rites they presented.
***
The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century chroniclers of drama’s past were
also not wholly ignorant of what had gone before. In the first half of the
eighteenth century, several texts now included among the liturgical dramas were brought to light, although these were regarded as plays with no
particular reference to any intended liturgical use. In 1721, Bernhard Pez,
in the second volume of his Thesaurus anecdotorum novissimus, became
the first modern writer to use the word “ludus” to describe a medieval
Latin text, applying the label “Ludus Paschalis, de Adventu et Interitu
Antichristi” to the Tegernsee play of Antichrist42 and “Ludus Paschalis”
to the Klosterneuburg Easter play.43 In 1729, Jean Lebeuf described what
would come to be known as the Fleury Playbook that he had discovered in
the library of the monastery of Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire as containing “spectacles formerly given by ecclesiastic or religious figures to the public during the Office.”44 In his description of the manuscript itself, he identified
the text he intended to present (Tres Clerici, one of the four St. Nicholas
“plays”) as a tragedy in very poor verse:
A thirteenth-century manuscript is preserved in the library of the
monastery of Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire that contains a great number
of these old representations. I doubt that one can find any others as
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old in French: Tragedies like this are written in Latin verse; and in
particular, the poor quality verse is set in plainchant-like old proses.
I intend to offer at random one of these old productions to give you
an idea of this grotesque and Gothic composition.45

In the years that followed, a number of scholars in France published
accounts of the history of French theater, although none took notice of the
contributions of Pez or Lebeuf. In 1733, Louis-César de la Baume le Blanc
published a listing of French plays and operas in his Bibliothèque du théâtre François, and the following year, the brothers Parfaict published their
twelve-volume Histoire du théâtre françois. While the brothers Parfaict
could point to the Feast of Fools and the jeux partis of the Troubadours as
predecessors to the theater of France,46 both they and de la Baume le Blanc
saw the French theater beginning only with the performances of mysteries in the grand hall of the Hôpital de la Trinité in Paris in 1402 by the
confrérie de la Passion.47 The following year, Pierre-François Beauchamps
offered much the same treatment, devoting the first chapter of his study
of French drama to the Provençal poets and the second to the poets from
Antiquity to the earliest French drama, which he situated in the performances by the confrérie in 1398 at Saint-Maur (near Paris).48 Lebeuf took
exception to these oversights, asking in 1735: “Is it possible that none of
these compilers of theatrical materials have taken the trouble to consult
this book [i.e., the Fleury manuscript]?”,49 and in 1741, he added to this
neglected repertory of medieval Latin plays with a brief discussion of what
he called the “tragédie en rimes latines” found within the twelfth-century
Sponsus of Saint-Martial.50 Despite the Lebeuf ’s entreaties, these discoveries would remain in the shadows until illuminated by Magnin a century
later. None of the early chroniclers of the theater in France took note
of what appeared clearly to be spectacles performed within or about the
church. Nor did any suspect that drama, however defined, had been long
buried within the books of the Latin liturgy.
The lack of interest shown by French theatrical scholars to the discoveries of Pez and Lebeuf prevailed elsewhere in Europe as well. Students
of English drama, for example, were largely indifferent to whatever may
have come before. In 1742, Colley Cibber, actor, playwright, and Poet
Laureate, declared: “The Drama did not grow into any Form in England,
till the Reign of King Henry VIII.”51 A generation later, Thomas Hawkins,
in a somewhat more thoughtful account, summarized the prevailing view
among students of the English theater that the drama of their age was not
a revival of the drama of the ancients but was something new altogether:
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It will be sufficient for our purpose to contend, that it was a Distinct
Species of itself, and not a Revival of the ANCIENT DRAMA,
with which it cannot be compared and must never be confounded. If
this point be clearly proved, we shall place our admirable SHAKESPEARE beyond the reach of Criticism; by considering him as the
poet, who brought the drama of the Moderns to its highest perfection; and by dispensing with his obedience to the RULES of the
ANCIENTS, which probably he did not know, but certainly did
not mean to follow.52

For the literary and liturgical scholars of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, there were two distinct kinds of events represented among the
manuscripts known to them: one liturgical and one theatrical. Liturgical
rites such as the Visitatio Sepulchri, no matter what dramatic qualities
may have been perceived by later observers, were seen as ritual acts, while
representations such as the Tegernsee play of Antichrist or those of the
Fleury manuscript were regarded as dramatic events, to the extent they
were regarded at all.

Protestant Protests
(Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries)
A similar distinction is evident in the complaints of sixteenth-century
Protestant critics, who included rites now identified as liturgical dramas
among a wide array of ritual acts that they saw as idolatrous or overtly theatrical without ever singling these out for special consideration. Thomas
Naogeorgus (Kirchmayer), in his Regnum Papisticum of 1553, roundly
criticized the liturgical and popular devotional practices of the liturgical
year from Advent through the post-Paschal feasts, including the feasts of
the saints.53 He outlined his approach to his treatment of the liturgical
year in the opening of the fourth book. The following is from the somewhat garish translation provided by Barnabe Googe in 1570:
As Papistes doe believe and teach the vaynest things that bee,
So with their doctrine and their fayth, their life doth jump agree.
Their feasts and all their holidayes they kepe throughout the yeare
Are full of vile Idolatrie, and heathenlike appeare.54

For Naogeorgus, Catholic liturgical practices were problematic in several
respects. Some practices were superfluous and distracting, if not actually
“heathenlike.” His description of the feast of St. Agnes ( January 21), for
example, focused not on the rite for the day, but on the wool gathered
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from two lambs blessed during Mass at the church of St. Agnes in Rome,
wool that would be woven into the pallium worn by the pope and later
distributed to other bishops:
For in Saint Agnes Church upon this day while Masse they sing,
Two Lambes as white as snowe, the Nonnes do yearely use to bring:
And when the Agnus chaunted is, upon the aultar hie,
(For in this thing there hidden is a solemne mysterie)
They offer them. The servaunts of the Pope when this is done,
Do put them into Pasture good till shearing time be come.
Then other wooll they mingle with these holy fleeses twaine,
Whereof being sponne and drest, are made the Pals of passing gaine:
Three fingers commonly in bredth, and wrought in compasse so,
As on the Bishops shoulders well they round about may go.55

Ritual practices themselves, conversely, tended toward the idolatrous. The
sepulcher rites of Good Friday and Easter morning were for him particularly troublesome with their pompous display of a wooden Christ wrapped
in linens and silk that served as receptacle for the Host and ritually buried
and resurrected in some representation of a sepulcher. He described what
appears to have been a Depositio Crucis et Hostiae as follows:
An other Image doe they get, like one but newly deade,
With legges stretcht out at length and handes, upon his body spreade:
And him with pompe and sacred song, they beare unto his grave,
His bodie all being wrapt in lawne, and silks and sarcenet brave,
The boyes before with clappers go, and filthie noyses make,
The Sexten beares the light, the people hearof knowledge take:
And downe they kneele, or kisse the grounde, their handes helde up abrod
And knocking on their breastes they make, this wooden blocke a God:
And least in grave he shoulde remaine, without some companie,
The singing bread is layde with him, for more idolatrie.56

Other practices, particularly those that engaged non-clergy or clerics in
non-clerical roles, tended toward the theatrical. He saw the Palm Sunday
procession, for example, as a theatrical pageant, and he was equally put off
by the “sundrie maskes and playes” of the Corpus Christi procession:
Christes passion here derided is, with sundrie maskes and playes,
Faire Ursley with hir maydens all, doth pass amid the ways:
And valiant George, with speare thou killest the dreadfull dragon here;
The devils house is drawne about, wherein there doth appere
A wondrous sort of damned sprites, with soule and fearefull looke;
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Great Christopher doth wade and passe with Christ amid the brooke:
Sebastian full of feathred shaftes, the dint of dart doth feele;
There walketh Kathren with hir sworde in hande, and cruell wheele:
The Challis and the singing Cake, with Barbara is led,
And sundrie other Pageants playde in worship of this bred.57

When he described what appears to be an Easter play or spectacle (and
probably not a liturgical Visitatio Sepulchri), his displeasure was similarly directed toward its theatrical presentation, particularly in its use
what Barnabe Googe’s fanciful translation described as “maskers brave, in
strauge attire arrayd”:
In some place solemne sightes and showes, and Pageants fayre are playd,
With sundrie sortes of maskers brave, in straunge attire arayd,
As where the Maries three doe meete, the sepulchre to see,
And John with Peter swiftly runnes, before him there to bee,
There things are done with iesture such, and with so pleasaunt game,
That even the gravest men that live, woulde laugh to see the same.58

For Naogeorgus, some popular practices, such as the wool gathering associated with the Feast of St. Agnes, were superfluous and a distraction from
worship. Some ritual practices, such as the Depositio Hostiae of Good
Friday and the Elevatio Hostiae of Easter morning, were idolatrous, distancing Christians further from the true source of their faith. Yet other
practices, such as the procession of the ass on Palm Sunday, the procession
of Saints on Corpus Christi, and the visit to the sepulcher on Easter morning were overtly theatrical: pageants and plays that involved masquers in
costume rather than clergy in vestments. For Naogeorgus, a distinction
between ritual and theater, while both were censured, was maintained.
His understanding of “theater,” moreover, went beyond anything that we
might be comfortable calling “liturgical drama.”
A few years later, Philipe van Marnix, in a Calvinist take on Catho
lic institutions and practice, offered much the same criticism.59 His complaint about the theatrical nature of the Easter liturgy, though, was not
directed at particular rites but toward what he regarded as the overtly
representational similitude between liturgical actions and dress and the
events of the Lenten and Easter seasons. He summarized his complaint
thus (as translated by George Gilpin, the Elder): “In summe, Christ hath
not done anie thing in his death and passion, but they do plaie and counterfeite the same after him, so trimlie and livelie, that no plaier nor juggler
is able to do it better.”60
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Among such “counterfeites,” Marnix included the reckoning of
Lent according to the days Christ spent in the desert, the procession of
Palm Sunday with its “wooden Asse round about, which the Pharisees &
Priests following,” the papal crown in place of the crown of thorns, the
pope’s bejeweled cross in place of the cross borne by Christ, the Cardinal’s
red garments for the blood of Christ, the shape of the Host as the coins
for which Christ was betrayed, the white garments worn by priests as the
white garment with which Herod clothed Christ, the purple cope as the
mantle that the Jews draped on Christ, the stoles, maniples, and surplices
as the bindings of Christ, the priest’s outstretched arms during Mass as
the outspread arms of Christ on the cross, the placement of the Host on a
white cloth as the cloth used to bury Christ, and so on.61
Marnix’s account of the Good Friday and Easter rites themselves,
though, appear somewhat fanciful, and it is unclear whether he had actually observed these rites himself or whether he was engaging in outraged
hyperbole:
Yea, do we not see likewise, that uppon good Friday they have a
Crucifixe, either of wood, or of stone, which they laie downe softly
upon the ground, that everie bodie may come creeping to it, upon
handes and knees, & so kisse the feete of it, as men are accustomed
to doe to the Pope of Rome: and then they put him in a grave, till
Easter: at which time they take him upon againe, and sing, Resurrexit, non est hic, Alleluia: He is risen, he is not here: God be thanked.
Yea and in some places, they make the grave in a hie place in the
church where men must goe up manie steppes, which are decked
with blacke cloth from above to beneath, and upon everie steppe
standeth a silver candlesticke with a waxe candle burning in it, and
there doe walke souldiours in harnesse, as bright as Saint George,
which keepe the grave, till the Priests come & take him up: and then
commeth sodenlie a flash of fire, wherewith they are all afraid and
fall downe: and then upstartes the man, and they begin to sing Alleluia, on all handes, and then the clocke striketh eleven.62

The complaints of Naogeorgus and Marnix were not specifically directed
toward those liturgical rites now called liturgical drama. While both critics found much to condemn in Catholic ceremonial and practice over the
course of the liturgical year, the Visitatio Sepulchri and its related ceremonies (Depositio Crucis and Elevatio Crucis) were not pulled out for special
consideration. These rites were certainly idolatrous, and even theatrical by
sixteenth-century Protestant standards, but they were no more and no less
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so than a great many other rites targeted by these critics. Both authors
were well acquainted with theatrical presentations in their own time, and
at least in the case of Naogeorgus, himself a playwright, drama did not
necessarily elicit the negative connotations that had so engaged the fathers
of the Church. The theatrical parallels seen by both authors were likely
drawn more from their own experience of the stage than from the condemnations of early Christian and medieval exegetes. At the same time,
the changes brought about by Humanism and the development of theater
in the sixteenth century likely brought about a restructuring of the ways
that the practice of liturgy was conceptualized and its rites celebrated.
The experience of worship during the Renaissance varied widely from
that of the High Middle Ages, and the similarities between Catholic rite
and theater became for some Protestant observers both more obvious and
more uncomfortable. For these critics, the two realms were incompatible.
They may have found dramatic spectacle in the liturgy. However, they did
not find liturgical drama.
***
Puritan polemics against stage-plays in England during the seventeenth
century, conversely, included no complaints over theatrical activities occurring within the bounds of Christian worship. Most critics and defenders,
in fact, focused their complaints and advocacy toward stage-plays, as they
currently were known.63 In one of the rare instances of a critic reaching
back into history, Alexander Leighton, in his A Short Treatise against
Stage-Playes from 1625, inveighed against the “sportes and playes” sponsored by several late-medieval and Renaissance popes in his discussion of
drama’s entrance into the Christian church:
But when that great scarlet coloured whore of Babylon with her
golden cup of abhominations in her hand, which hath a name written in her forehead, a mysterie, great Babilon the mother of whoredomes, and which reigneth over the kings of the earth, was set in
Peters chaire at Rome as the Papists say; and did the king of the
Locusts, called Abaddon and Apollyon, having the key of the bottomeles pitt, with full power for such a purpose, sette the church
doore wide open for sundrie sportes and playes to enter freely into
the house of God, as . . . Paulus II. did. And that not onely in their
great solemnities and festivals, which were spent commonly in
bellie cheare and Playes, as . . . Urbanus IIII. much after the fashion of the Israelites, sitting downe to eate and drinke, and rising
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up to play: but specially in their rich Iubilies, first begunne in the
Christian church by Bonifacius VIII. in the yeare of Christ 1300,
and afterward continued and hastened by his successors. Of which
Sports and Playes Aventinus . . . speaking of Clemens VI. and Bale
in the life of Iulius III. doe write. And thus much shall suffice for
the beginning of Playes among the Lydians of Asia; and among the
Grecians and Romans in Europe; as also for their entrance into the
Christian church, first secretly by the malice of Satan stealing some
Christians affections to such vanities; then openly by the power of
that Abaddon of Rome, who besotted mens senses with such fooleries, that he might robbe their purses in his rich Iubilies.64

Leighton’s critique, like those of Naogeorgus and Marnix, was not directed
toward anything we might recognize as liturgical drama, or even theater
for that matter. His critique of the “playes” and Jubilees introduced by
the various popes were directed toward sports and other entertainments
rather than what might be seen within a church or on a stage (see the discussion of “Drama” in chapter 5, pp. 166–70).

Voices for Liturgical Reform
(Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries)
Contemporaneous discussions of theatrical representations in the church,
presented generally as complaints or prohibitions, also excluded from their
targets the kinds of liturgical acts represented by the Visitatio Sepulchri,
Officium Pastorum, and Officium Stellae. Gerhoh von Reichersberg
(1093–1169), perhaps the most forceful critic during the twelfth century
of theatrical spectacles in the church, directed his denunciations against
those representations from Christmas and Epiphany in which he had
taken part while magister scholae at the cathedral of Augsburg:
There was a virtuous enough cloister attached to that church, but
it was completely lacking in claustral devotion, since the brothers
neither slept in the dormitory nor ate in the refectory, except on
very few feasts, especially on those when they represented Herod
the persecutor of Christ, the murderer of the children, or by producing other plays or almost theatrical spectacles they made a token
of having a banquet in the refectory that was empty at almost all
other times.65

However tempting it might be to claim otherwise, Gerhoh’s complaint
was not directed toward liturgical rites that we might now consider to be
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liturgical dramas. Indeed, he offered no indication that the representations
to which he objected were performed as a part of any liturgical observance
at all. Rather as Lawrence Clopper noted, the representations to which
Gerhoh objected were performed outside of the liturgy, and possibly in
the refectory rather than in the church itself.66 Such rites from Christmas
and Epiphany, moreover, are altogether rare in the liturgical books of
German-speaking Europe, making it unlikely that Gerhoch would have
encountered these in any liturgical setting.67 No such rites appear in the
liturgical books of Augsburg, and of the churches with which Gerhoh had
been associated, including the cathedrals at Hildesheim and Augsburg
and the Augustinian monastery at Reichersberg am Inn, all observed the
Visitatio Sepulchri as a part of their liturgical celebration for Easter.68 And
on these Gerhoh had nothing to say.
Herrad of Landsberg (ca. 1130–1195), abbess of the Augustinian
canonesses at the convent of Hohenburg in Alsace, complained in her
Hortus Deliciarum69 of a similar constellation of activities that took place
during Epiphany and its octave:
The old Fathers of the Church, in order to strengthen the belief
of the faithful and to attract the unbeliever by this manner of religious service, rightly instituted at the feast of the Epiphany or the
Octave religious performances of such a kind as the star guiding the
Magi to the new-born Christ, the cruelty of Herod, the dispatch
of the soldiers, the lying-in of the Blessed Virgin, the angel warning the Magi not to return to Herod, and other events of the birth
of Christ. But what nowadays happens in many churches? Not a
customary ritual, not an act of reverence, but one of irreligion and
extravagance conducted with all the license of youth. The priests
having changed their clothes go forth as a troop of warriors; there
is no distinction between priest and warrior to be marked. At an
unfitting gathering of priests and laymen the church is desecrated
by feasting and drinking, buffoonery, unbecoming jokes, play, the
clang of weapons, the presence of shameless wenches, the vanities
of the world, and all sorts of disorder. Rarely does such a gathering
break up without quarreling.70

Again, there is little in Herrad’s words to suggest that her complaints were
directed toward anything that we could characterize as liturgical drama,
i.e., as drama occurring within the context of the sacred liturgy (however
defined). While there were surely occasions of what some might consider
excess in medieval liturgical practice—a thirteenth-century ordinal from
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Padua, for example, directs a cleric in the person of Herod to throw a
wooden spear toward the chorus before reading the ninth leson of matins
for the feast of Epiphany71—Herrad seems clearly to be complaining about
something else altogether. Edmond Chambers, for one, saw her complaint
as directed toward the Feast of Fools rather than toward any plays within
the liturgy.72 It is also possible that she was responding to reports of such
spectacles rather than to any experiences of her own, as Max Harris suggested in the case of Innocent III. 73 She was certainly unlikely to have
encountered such travesties within her own convent. She distinguished
between the customary rituals and the acts of reverence of her own religious experience, and contrasted these with the irreligious extravagances
that elicited her complaints. As Clopper notes, “she is offended by the
mixing together of laity and clergy,” and by “the inability to distinguish
the clergy from the laity because clerics have abandoned their habits for
knights’ armor.” Indeed, this very lack of liturgical vesting testifies to the
differing realms in which liturgical representations and the spectacles in
question were seen to reside. Clopper summarizes the issue:
Although it is true that liturgical texts may say that participants
“signify” the angel or the obstetrices or the Pastores, they frequently
indicate that the participants are wearing albs or amices. They are
not costumed to represent a figure; rather, they are said to represent
a figure in the liturgical responses. Herrad’s objection, by contrast,
is to customs that misrepresent a clerical person.74

In 1234, Pope Gregory IX, following the earlier injunctions by Innocent
III, prohibited the performance of “ludi theatrales, ludibria, larvae et spectacula” within the church and/or by clerics, except, as the accompanying
gloss notes: “This should not be construed as prohibiting representations
of the Manger of our Lord, of Herod, the Magi, and Rachel crying for her
sons, et cetera, that touch the feasts that we have already mentioned, that
more effectively induce men to repent for their wantonness or pleasure,
just as the sepulcher of the Lord and other representations excite devotion
at Easter.”75 As noted above, Max Harris has suggested that these strictures
may have responded to unsubstantiated rumors rather than to any direct
accounts. Even so, this gloss made two important distinctions: first, that
there was a qualitative difference between the religious spectacles that
were being prohibited and the liturgical representations and possibly plays
of the Christmas season and second, that there was a further distinction
between the representational rites of Easter, including presumably the
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Visitatio Sepulchri, and their siblings from the Christmas season as well,
the latter requiring special dispensation.76
The critics of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries thus had nothing
to say about those liturgical rites that we now include among the liturgical dramas. Their complaints were directed not toward an unwelcome
intrusion of drama into the liturgy of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century
Church, but rather toward the very existence of “theatrical” activities, spectacles, and possibly even plays, within the church precincts.77 By invoking
the rich associations of theater’s corrupting influence bequeathed by the
fathers of the Church and later ecclesiastical writers,78 Gerhoh, Herrad,
and the two popes were able to convey the full extent of their dismay that
such depraved practices could take place within the sacred spaces of a
church. While it is quite likely that the representations that drew their
ire can and could be seen as spectacle, these representations were by no
measure liturgical drama.
***
The notion that theatrical spectacles had no place in Christian worship
was firmly held from the earliest days of the Church through the Middle
Ages and into the Renaissance and Reformation. The implications of this
ban, moreover, carried through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and into the early nineteenth century. What may look like drama to
an observer accustomed to theater both ubiquitous and broadly defined
did not necessarily appear so to those during the eras when such events
were commonplace. The Visitatio Sepulchri and other representational
rites were ritual acts, and while their dramatic nature may seem obvious
to us, there is little reason to suppose that any such notion would have
been meaningful to those charged with celebrating these rites. The spectacles oft performed near or within churches, spectacles whose intent often
still eludes us, conversely, were likely not confused for the liturgical rites
that they might in some cases supplant. The critics of the Middle Ages
were clear on this. Spectacles were condemned, while liturgical acts—no
matter how dramatic they might one day appear—were left untouched.
The critics of the Reformation, while spreading their condemnations further afield, still saw a distinction between spectacles—or pageants—and
liturgical observance. And the scholars of the seventeenth through earlynineteenth centuries kept the distinction alive until it was dissolved by
the followers of Magnin. This distinction between two very different sorts
of things finds confirmation even among the so-called liturgical dramas
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themselves. In a sixteenth-century ordinal from the Augustinian monastery of Herzogenburg, the rubric at the end of Easter matins directs:
“Following the responsory [Dum transisset], the visit to the sepulcher takes
place, and two young men preceding with luminaria. Having finished the
responsory, if a ludus is not taking place, then sing the antiphon: Maria
Magdalena.”79 Even at this late date, the Visitatio Sepulchri was seen as a
liturgical act, a liturgical act that was distinct from the ludus that might
on some occasions supplant it. When the word “ludus” does appear among
other texts since included among the liturgical dramas, moreover, and
such appearances are rare, it appears in conjunction with texts for which
no well-defined connection with the liturgy exists.80
This distinction between rite and play, between liturgy and spectacle, is no mere artifact from some antiquarian’s cabinet of curiosities.
The continuum between liturgy and drama recognized by contemporary
scholars is a contemporary construct, a product of a frame of reference
that has existed for only a century and three-quarters, and in its absence
the distinctive nature of the rites and plays observed by Magnin’s predecessors can become tangible once again. This distinction remains worth considering and considering seriously. This becomes even more evident when
we view the repertory of musical texts called “liturgical drama” according
to the contexts of their presentation and preservation within the manuscripts and books that hold them.
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