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Chapter 5

What’s in a Name?
Defining “Liturgical Drama”

T

HE EXPRESSION “LITURGICAL DRAMA” is problematic on
its face, its origin and the complexion of its repertory notwithstanding. While both the words “liturgy” and “drama” were ancient in origin,
neither entered common usage in the west before the early sixteenth century, thus limiting the utility of their union over most of the span during
which the texts now called “liturgical drama” flourished. Over the past five
centuries, moreover, both words have accrued meanings and associations
that are both vast and nebulous, associations for which medieval equivalents remain elusive. Both the history and the usage of these terms demonstrate the improbability, if not the contradiction, of their combination.
Seen against this backdrop of its terms, in fact, the expression “liturgical
drama” turns out to be largely meaningless with no clear referents to which
it can point.

Liturgy
The word “liturgy” (Latin: “liturgia”) derives from the Greek “λειτουργία”
(leitourgia), a composite word that referred in Hellenistic times to the
public service expected of a citizen.1 This sense of the word was retained in
the Septuagint and in the New Testament, although the service was often
ritual or cultic in function.2 For the eastern Church, the word “leitourgia”
came to refer specifically to the celebration of the Eucharist, a sense that it
has maintained until the present day. Whether Greek or Latin, however,
this word was unknown to the medieval west. For the medieval commentators on the Latin rites, some variation of the word “officium” had a more
expansive reach. To be sure, “officium” had a sense similar to that of the
Greek “leitourgia” during the Roman era. Cicero’s De officiis, for example,
is typically translated as “On Obligations” or “On Duties.”3 St. Ambrose
(ca. 340–397) modeled his treatise of the same name on that of Cicero,
and it treated the notions of duties or obligations from a Christian per-
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spective.4 By the late sixth century, the word “officium,” now modified by
“ecclesiasticus” or “divinus,” came to represent the broader requirements
for the administration of Christian rituals, the “ecclesiastical duties” as it
were.5 Among the many commentaries on the rites of the Church written
over the course of the Middle Ages were De ecclesiasticis officiis of Isidore
of Seville (ca. 600),6 the Liber officialis of Amalarius of Metz (ca. 820),7
the Liber de officiis ecclesiasticis of John of Avranches (before 1067), 8
the Liber de divinis officiis of Rupert of Deutz (d. 1129),9 the Summa de
ecclesiasticis officiis of John Beleth (1160–1164),10 De officiis ecclesiasticis
of Robert Paululus (ca. 1175–1185),11 the Mitralis, sive, De officiis ecclesiasticis summa of Sicard of Cremona (ca. 1180),12 De officiis ecclesiasticis
of William of Auxerre (ca. 1215–1225),13 and the Rationale Divinorum
Officiorum of William Durand (late thirteenth century).14
For these authors, such officia extended beyond the Mass itself.
Isidore, for example, discussed the types of chant (responsories, antiphons, psalms, canticles, hymns, etc.) and readings used during Mass and
Divine Office, the parts of the Mass, the daily round of services making
up the Divine Office, the order of the liturgical year, the ranks of clerics,
along with discussions on virgins, widows, married persons, and the rites
of Christian initiation. Two centuries later, Amalarius of Metz offered
an expanded range of topics in four books, including the liturgical cursus
from Septuagesima through Pentecost and from Advent and Christmas,
the clerical ranks from doorkeeper to bishop, clerical vestments, the
Rogation and Ember Days, and extended discussions of both Mass and
Divine Office. By the late thirteenth century, the scope of coverage had so
expanded that William Durand, in what would become the semi-official
manual for matters liturgical until the Renaissance, could extend his commentary over eight books, including treatments on the church building
and its parts, the clergy, clerical vestments, the structure of the Mass, the
structure of the Divine Office, the proper of the time, the proper of the
saints, and the organization of time.
In addition to providing discussions of and explanations for the
many aspects of Christian ritual celebration, commentators from the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries offered treatments for a number of popular devotions from the Christmas and Easter seasons as well. John Beleth,
for example, was the first to discuss the so-called Feast of Fools in his
Summa de ecclesiasticis officiis, written between 1160 and 1164:
The feast of the subdeacon, which we call of fools, by some is executed on the Circumcision, but by others on Epiphany or its octave.
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And four “tripudia” are made in the church after the Nativity of the
Lord: to wit, of deacons, of priests, of boys, that is, of those of the
least age and rank, and of the subdeacons, whose ordo is unspecified. It is so made because sometimes it has been counted among the
sacred orders, sometimes not, thus expressly from this is understood
that it might not have a special time and might be celebrated with
a confused office.15

William of Auxerre, writing in the early thirteenth century, offered an
explanation for the feast as a substitute for the pagan Parentalia and saw
the ordo as one way that activities (ludi) against the faith could be replaced
by activities (ludi) that were not against the faith.16 William Durand drew
from both Beleth and William of Auxerre in his treatment, which he
divided between his descriptions of the feast of the Circumcision in book
VI and the feasts of Stephen, John, and Holy Innocents in book VII.17
Drawing on both John Beleth and Honorius Augustodiensis, Sicard
of Cremona, writing in the early part of the thirteenth century, described
the game of pila played in many churches at Easter as a holdover from
the pagan December Freedom, and he invoked biblical parallels in a halfhearted effort to justify its continuation:
Thus it is that in the cloisters of certain churches even bishops enjoy
the December freedom with their clerics, even to descending to
the game of the circular dance or ball (ludum choreae vel pilae)—
although it seems more praiseworthy not to play; this “December
freedom” is so called in that in the month of December, shepherds,
servants, and maidservants were governed among the gentiles with
a kind of freedom by their masters, so that they could celebrate
with them after the harvest was collected. . . . But what those people
showed to their idols, the worshipers of the one God converted to
his praise. For the people who crossed from the Red Sea are said to
have led a circular dance, Mary is reported to have sung with the
tambourine; and David danced before the ark with all his strength
and composed psalms with his harp, and Solomon placed singers
around the altar, who are said to have created sound with voice,
trumpet, cymbals, organs, and other musical instruments.18

The commentators described also a practice known in German as
Schmackostern or Stiepern, where women flogged their husbands with a
switch on the day after Easter and their husbands returned the favor two
days later, a practice that Beleth saw as particularly effective in warding off
carnal lust during the days following Easter:
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And, moreover, it should be noted therefore that in many places on
the second day after Easter, women beat their husbands, and the men
vice versa on the third day, just as the slaves were allowed in December to charge their own masters with impunity. They do this to show
that they should correct one another and not make demands during
that time should demands come from the other bed.19

Aside from the Feast of Fools, these customs were tied to specific churches
or regions and were likely not practiced in the western Church at large.
These were local and particularized customs, found “in many places”
(Beleth on Schmackostern) or “in the cloisters of certain churches” (Sicard
on pila). These were ritual actions certainly in that they were an integral
part of the religious customs for those communities. However, these were
not specified within any liturgical books that have come down to us.
***
Excursus. Other particularized customs were both more widespread and
widely documented in liturgical manuals. Beleth, Sicard, and Durand, for
example, offered descriptions for what appears to be a Visitatio Sepulchri
celebrated at the end of matins on Easter morning. None, however, appears
to have had personal knowledge of the rites they described. John Beleth,
who was likely teaching in Paris when his Summa was written, describes a
Visitatio Sepulchri that was more in line with ceremonies east of the Rhine
than any surviving from Paris and its environs:20
In some churches we sing the last responsory with lit candles and
make a solemn procession from the choir to a certain place where
a representation of a sepulcher has been placed, and here are introduced persons in the persona of the women and the disciples, namely
Peter and John who came to the tomb, and others as the angels who
told that Christ was risen from the dead. And one returns more rapidly than the other, as John ran faster than Peter. Then they return
to the choir, bringing back what they have seen and heard. Then the
chorus, having heard of the resurrection of Christ, breaks out in a
loud voice, singing Te Deum laudamus.21

In his vague and imprecise treatment, Beleth described what appears to
be a German Type 2 Visitatio Sepulchri. According to Beleth, the clerics
who stood in place of the angel(s), women, and disciples left the choir and
processed to a place where a temporary structure representing the sepulcher had been built, corresponding to the German practice of celebrating
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the rite in the nave. In Parisian settings of this rite, the clerics advanced
only as far as the cross that hung above the choir’s west door.22 Beleth’s
description focused not on the Marys, moreover, but on the apostles Peter
and John, who were integral to the German Type 2 Visitatio Sepulchri but
who are not present in Parisian settings of this rite. The earliest settings
of the Parisian Visitatio Sepulchri date only from the early thirteenth century, a half-century after Beleth wrote his Summa, and there is little reason
to suspect that the rite could have changed so radically over so short a
time or that an earlier form would have been modeled on that of German
exemplars.23 In failing even to mention the exchange between the Marys
and the angel, Beleth appears to be describing a rite with which he was
unfamiliar, a second-hand account perhaps from one of the many German
students then resident in Paris.
Both Sicard and Durand built on Beleth’s description, and both
attempted to clarify the ambiguities of Beleth’s text. Neither, however,
came any closer to describing an actual Visitatio Sepulchri. While the
descriptions by Sicard and Durand provided more detail, the particulars
of Beleth’s description remained: clerics were assigned to represent the
women, the apostles Peter and John, and the angels; these clerics processed from the choir to the place of a temporary sepulcher; and the angels
announced the resurrection to the clerics who then returned to pass the
news to the chorus. What was new, aside from some variations in wording, was the specification of two responsories that were to be sung without
their verses. Nolite timere [scio enim] was sung by the angel to announce
the resurrection, thus serving in place of the Quem quaeritis dialogue
that would normally appear at this point. This responsory, drawn from
the first nocturn for Easter matins (Angelus domini descendit de caelo,
CAO 6093), is not otherwise found among the surviving settings of the
Visitatio Sepulchri. Congratulamini [mihi omnes] (CAO 6322) was sung
by the clerics upon their return to the choir, serving as the announcement
to the chorus that Christ had risen. This responsory was drawn from the
first nocturn of matins on Easter Monday and appears also in the Visitatio
Sepulchri from the convent of Sainte-Croix in Poiters (LOO 151) and in
the Ludus Paschalis of Fleury (LOO 779). Durand added also the singing
of Victimae paschali laudes following the Te Deum, a placement not otherwise evident among the surviving sources of the Visitatio Sepulchri.24
***
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The Latin form of the word, “liturgia,” entered the vocabulary of the west in
the early sixteenth century, and among Roman Catholic writers at least, it
retained the sense of the Greek “leitourgia” in referring to the Mass alone,
whether Latin or Greek. In 1523, for example, Desiderius Erasmus published his Mass for Our Lady of Loreto as Virginis Matris apud Laurentum
cultae Liturgia. In 1540, Georg Witzel offered a German translation of
the Leitourgia (Mass) of John Chrysostom, and he used the germanicized
version of the Latin equivalent “Liturgy” (for “Liturgie”), when referring to this and the Mass of other eastern rites in his discussion. 25 Later
Catholic authors, particularly those writing in the wake of the Council of
Trent, held to this sense of the word as well, and for the next century and
a half the word “liturgia,” in all of its variations, remained focused on the
celebration of this most sacred mystery of the Church. Among the new
treatments on the Mass were the the Liturgica de ritu et ordine dominicae
of Georg Cassander (1558), the Liturgica latinorum of Jacques de Joigny
[Pamelius] (1571), De ritibus ecclesiae catholicae of Jean Étienne Duranti
(1591),26 and the Traicté de la liturgie of Gilbert Génébrard (1594). This
focus on the Mass continued into the following century as well, as, for
example, the Rerum liturgicarum libri duo of Giovanni Cardinal Bona in
1671 and the De liturgia Gallicana of Jean Mabillon in 1685.
Among Protestants, the word “liturgia” and its vernacular equivalents had a more wide-ranging compass that was more akin to the officia of
the medieval commentators than to the liturgia of Catholic Renaissance
writers. This new approach to the word was signaled by Philipp
Melanchthon in his Apologia to the Augsburg Confession of 1531, who
saw the word “liturg y” according to its original Greek sense and thus
extended its significance beyond the celebration of the Mass:
But let us talk of the term “liturgy.” It does not really mean a sacrifice but a public service. Thus it squares with our position that a
minister who consecrates shows forth the body and blood of the
Lord to the people, just as a minister who preaches shows forth the
gospel to the people. . . . Thus the term “liturgy” squares well with
the ministry. It is an old word, ordinarily used in public law. To the
Greeks it meant “public duties,” like taxes collected for equipping
a fleet. . . . In II Cor. 9:12, Paul uses this word for a collection. Taking this collection not only supplies what the saints need but also
causes many to thank God more abundantly. . . . But further proofs
are unnecessary since anyone who reads the Greek authors can find
examples everywhere of their use of “liturgy” to mean public duties
or ministrations.”27
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This reclaimed sense of the word made its way early into Reformed discussions. In 1551, a group of continental Protestants exiled in London produced a service book based on the Reformed rite developed at Strasbourg
by Martin Bucer, giving it the title Liturgia sacra.28 Three years later, a group
of Englishmen now exiled in Frankfurt am Main following the accession
of Queen Mary produced a second version of the rite similarly entitled. 29
These books included a number of rites beyond the celebration of the
Eucharist, including rites for baptism, the election of ministers, marriage,
and excommunication, as well as midday and evening prayer. Over the
next century, this expansive sense of the word found its way into Anglican
usage as well. In 1574, elements of the Anglican rites were described in
a book entitled Liturgia Anglicana. In 1609, the Rev. Dr. John Boys,
later dean of the Canterbury cathedral, published An Exposition of Al the
Principall Scriptures Used in our English Liturgie, where he discussed the
uses of scripture within the Eucharist and within Morning and Evening
Prayer. Following the return of Charles II to the English throne, the 1662
edition of the Book of Common Prayer incorporated the word “liturgy”
within its Preface as follows: “It has been the wisdom of the Church of
England, ever since the first compiling of her publick Liturgy, to keep the
mean between the two extremes, of too much stiffness in refusing, and of
too much easiness in admitting any variation from it.” The sense here and
throughout the Preface was the totality of the rites and sacraments that
were specified for Church of England.30
Definitions for the word “liturgy” (in whatever form) before the
twentieth century are rare, and depend for the most part on the religious
tradition from which its author was drawn. During the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, Anglican authors preferred a definition that was at
once comprehensive—including an array of rites beyond the celebration
of the Eucharist—and restrictive—requiring that any such rites be committed to paper. A definition attributed to John Selden in 1689, some
thirty-five years after his death, saw liturgy as something that was both
fixed and written down: “To know what was generally believed in all Ages,
the way is to consult the Liturgies, not any private Man’s writing. As if you
would know how the Church of England serves God, go to the CommonPrayer Book, consult not this or that Man.”31 The article on “Liturgy” in
the third edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1797) offered a similar
sense. After noting that “liturgy is used among the Romanists to signify
the mass; and among us the common-prayer,” the entry goes on to specify
that, as a result of complexities introduced over time, “a regulation became
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necessary; and it was found proper to put the service, and the manner of
performing it, into writing; and this was what they called a liturgy.”32
Catholic authors, meanwhile, retained their focus on the Mass. In
his article on “Liturgie,” in the Dictionnaire historique des cultes religieux
of 1770, Jean François de la Croix kept to the Eucharistic sense that had
dominated earlier Catholic discussions:
LITURGY. This word, which signifies sacrifice in Greek, is used,
in a most strict sense, to designate the exterior sacrifice practiced
in the Christian Religion, the prayers and the rules prescribed for
the celebration of the sacrifice. In the Latin Church, it is commonly
known as the Mass, instead of the Liturgy, which is more particular
to the Greek Church.33

In recent years, Catholic approaches to the word, while expanding to
include the rites of the Church as a whole,34 have tended toward more theological concerns, an approach encouraged by the encyclical Mediator Dei
of Pope Pius XII (20 November 1947).35 In the words of Aimé-Georges
Martimort, the encyclical viewed the sacred liturgy as not “merely the outward or visible part of divine worship or as an ornamental ceremonial,”
nor as “a list of laws and prescriptions according to which ecclesiastical
hierarchy orders the sacred rites to be performed.” Instead, Pope Pius
both “emphasized the supernatural reality contained in the liturgy and
urged theologians to follow the pioneers of the liturgical movement and
base their understanding of the liturgy on the priesthood of Christ and
on a correct idea of the Church as mystical body of Christ.”36 Anscar J.
Chupungco, in the introduction to his Handbook for Liturgical Studies,
similarly observed: “In the past the liturg y was often regarded rather
restrictively as a composite of rubrics and ceremonials. Today the liturgy is
studied as a theological reality insofar as it is a cultic encounter with God,
possesses elements that have a theological bearing, and hence can become
the object of a systematic theological examination.”37
Most recent Protestant writers, conversely, have maintained the
sense that governed earlier discussions, taking a decidedly more concrete
approach to their understanding of the word. In his Shape of the Liturgy,
for example, Gregory Dix attempted to integrate both the older Anglican
and Catholic understandings of the word “liturgy”:
“The Liturgy” is the term which covers generally all that worship
which is officially organised by the church, and which is open to and
offered by, or in the name of, all who are members of the church. . . .
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In the course of time the term “The Liturgy” has come to be particularly applied to the performance of that rite which was instituted
by our Lord Jesus Christ Himself to be the peculiar and distinctive
worship of those who should be “His own” and which has ever since
been the heart and core of christian worship and christian living—
the Eucharist or Breaking of Bread.38

Authors looking at liturgy from other perspectives—authors not charged
with liturgy’s day-to-day observance—can see the problem of definition
quite differently. Richard Crocker, for example, approaching the notion
from both a musical and a musicological perspective in his Introduction to
Gregorian Chant, offered definitions for the words “cult,” “rite,” and “liturgy” that were both logical and pragmatic, progressing from general to
specific:
Cult is public devotion (which may or may not involve worship).
Rite, or ritual cult, is formalized cult, in which public devotion is
expressed according to pre-arranged procedures, usually but not
necessarily invariant. Liturgy, or liturgical rite, is assigned rite, in
which the various procedures are assigned to specific individuals, to
be performed at certain times in certain ways.39

Drawing from the work of anthropologists, Victor Turner in particular,40 students of medieval drama and literature have sought to broaden
the application of the word “liturgy” to include ritual acts not normally
seen as liturgical under the definitions given above. In an essay extending
the later work of C. Clifford Flanigan, for example, Kathleen Ashley and
Pamela Sheingorn expanded the meaning of liturgy to include a number
of popular devotions practiced in conjunction with the feast of St. Foy.
Nils Holger Petersen offered a similar perspective on the wine drinking
customs associated with Easter in the Vita Oudalrici and the Pontifical
Romano-Germanicum.41 While these acts may not have been preserved in
a liturgical ordo, they were a part of the ritual observance for the respective
feasts nonetheless, and thus, one could argue, of a kind with the popular devotions that were included in the medieval commentaries of Beleth,
Sicard, and Durand discussed above.42
The word “liturgy” thus carries a number of senses. It has been narrowly defined to refer to the Eucharist alone, and it has been extended
to embrace other sacramental rites, processions, the Divine Office, and
for some recent scholars, popular devotions as well. The word “liturgy” is
also understood today both in a particular sense, as that specified in some
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authoritative book, and more generally in terms of its implementation, or
practice: the spaces within which it takes place, its music and those charged
with its realization, the clerics responsible for its observance, their vestments
and implements, their movements and gestures, etc. “Liturgy” is also understood in an even more general sense as representing the ritual practice of a
particular body of believers, whether it be a monastic community, a diocese,
or a region, as in the liturgy of St. Gall, the liturgy of the diocese of Rouen,
or the Mozarabic liturgy. In more recent years, it has been understood also
in terms of the sacred mysteries for which it stands in place. Its meanings
are manifold, so much so that it is difficult to find fault with Mark Searle’s
observation that “the problem is that the liturgy, like the Church itself, is
always more than we can say, and it eludes any easy definition.”43

Drama
The word “drama” is equally troublesome. In his discussion of terminology that opens Drama, Play, and Game, Lawrence Clopper observed that
“whether we are talking about modern or medieval usage, there is [a] general slipperiness in terms such as ‘drama’ and ‘theater’.”44 The word “drama,”
while derived from the Greek word for “act” or “deed” and used in something akin to its modern sense during Hellenistic and Roman times, was
understood by medieval commentators in a way that was wholly different
from that of our own. Instead, as Clopper observed, “dramatic” was for
medieval commentators but one of three modes of narrative. 45 To illustrate, he cited Nicholas Trevet’s early fourteenth-century commentary on
the works of Seneca:
The poets wrote in three modes (modi), either in the narrative mode,
in which only the poet speaks, as in the Georgics; or the dramatic
mode, wherein the poet nowhere speaks . . . but only the characters
(personae) who have been introduced—and this mode is particularly well suited to tragic and comic writers—while the third mode
is a mixture of the other two . . . [in which] sometimes the poet
speaks in his own person, and sometimes the characters who have
been introduced. This is Virgil’s method in the Aeneid.46

Clopper went on to observe that, when we see the word “drama” in a
medieval text, “we ought not to think of a script for enactment by persons
assuming roles; rather, we should think of it as a formal and visual presentation of responding voices.” The notion of drama as a theatrical genre or
category, he concluded, was unknown to the medieval west.47
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In her study of The Idea of Theater, Donnalee Dox demonstrated
similarly that the word “theatrum” was used by medieval commentators to
recall the performative traditions of Antiquity and not to denote theatrical activity in their own day. She observed that “as a relic of the past, . . .
the theaters of the ancient world generally remained in a separate category
from the rituals and ludi performed on temporary booth stages or pageant wagons and from the Roman plays read as literature and rhetoric.”48
Representing the space where drama took place, moreover, the word “theatrum” came to signify a variety of activities that included not only the
plays of the ancients, but all manner of other entertainments, including
the games and contests of the amphitheater as well as forensic oratory.49
The word “ludus” and its vernacular equivalents were also current
in medieval discussions, and while the word might refer to a play, as we
might call it, it could also refer to a game of chance, a martial tournament
of some sort, a musical performance, or a festival.50 In his study of the
words “play” and “plays” in early English drama, John Coldeway offered a
particularly enlightening example of how the word “play” could be easily
misconstrued if its context were mislaid. In his description of how “plaies
may bee divided,” the seventeenth-century naturalist Francis Willoughby
suggested athletic contests and games of chance rather than tragedy and
comedy or any other potential forms of theater:
Plaies may be divided Into those that exercise the Bodie as tennis
Stowball &c or thoes that exercise the wit as chesse tables, cards &c,
those that have nothing of chance as chess &c, those that altogether
depend upon fortune as Inne & crosse & Pile or those that have art
& skill both as most games at cards & tables.51

Like “liturgy,” the word “drama,” along with the sense of genre that we
now associate with it, came into modern usage during the sixteenth century, a response in large part to the rediscovery of Aristotle’s Poetics by
Renaissance Humanists. 52 While Italian scholars were the first to consider the newly published editions of the Poetics with a critical eye, the
use of the term “drama” as a descriptor for something beyond the plays
of the ancients came from the pens of German authors. As early as 1513
Jacob Locher offered a play entitled Libellus dramaticus novus sed not musteus.53 Over the next several decades, a number of Protestant schoolmasters based largely in Basel and Augsburg included such phrases as drama
comicotragicum or drama tragicum as a part of the titles or subtitles for
plays modeled on those of Roman playwrights and written for student
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performance.54 Among these titles were Sixt Birck’s Iudith, drama comicotragicum (1539) and the several titles of Hieronymus Ziegler, including Protoplastus: Drama comicotragicum (1543), Cyrus maior, drama
tragicum (1547), Ophiletis: Drama comicotragicum (1549), and Christi
vina: Drama Sacrum (1551). A collection of plays published by Johannes
Operin in 1547 and including works by both Birck and Ziegler among
others, moreover, appeared under the title Dramata sacra. As used here,
the word “drama” represented a single text, a play, as well as carrying the
sense of genre that subsumed both comedy and tragedy.
Over the next two centuries, the word gained a collective sense
as well, “the drama,” that incorporated all manner of individual plays.
Following the restoration of the English monarchy in 1660, and particularly following the Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689, debates on the
propriety of theater in England were rekindled, and the word “drama”
was used in a collective sense to describe that over which the adversaries
contended. These pamphlets continued a debate that had been ongoing
at least since Stephen Gosson’s Schoole of Abuse from 1579.55 The argument was rekindled by Jeremy Collier in A Short View of the Immorality
and Profaneness of the English Stage (1698) which was then answered by
William Congreve in Amendments to Mr. Collier’s False and Imperfect
Citations (1698) in defense of his own plays and by John Dennis in The
Usefulness of the Stage (1698). In 1699, an anonymous pamphlet entitled The Stage acquitted: being a full answer to Mr. Collier and the other
enemies of the drama (1699) took issue with the arguments advanced the
year before in another anonymous pamphlet, now attributed to George
Ridpath, entitled The Stage Condemn’d, and The Encouragement given to
the Immoralities and Profaneness of the Theatre (1698). For these authors,
“drama” was a collective noun that stood in place of any and all dramatic
or theatrical activity. In answering the charge by John Dennis in The
Usefulness of the Stage (1698) that while French manners were more corrupt their plays were more modest than the English, Ridpath, responded:
The 2d Argument, That the Corruption of Manners is greater in
France, tho’ their Theatres are less licentious than ours, will stand him
in little stead; for supposing it true that the Manners of the French
are more corrupted than ours, which I am afraid will scarcely be
granted: tho’ their Theatres be less licentious, their Religion is
more, which allows them to be as wicked as the Devil can make
them, provided they have but Money enough to pay for a Pardon,
or fury enough to persecute the Protestants. That the Germans are
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greater Drinkers, and the Italians more inclinable to Unnatural Lust,
tho’ they have less of the Drama than we: Perhaps they will charge the
Cause upon Heaven as he does, and impute it to their Clime; but
can he say that if they had more of the Drama, they would not be
more addicted to those Crimes than at present they are.56

By the eighteenth century, the words “drama” and “theater” were used inter
changeably to designate drama writ large, as, for example, the Histoire du
théâtre françois of Claude and François Parfaict (1734–1749), the Recherches
sur les théâtre de France of Pierre-François Godard de Beauchamps
(1735–1740) and a generation later, the Origin of the English Drama of
Thomas Hawkins (1775), all of which were largely collections of scripts.57
Difficulties in dealing with the word “drama” continue to ensue
from the various and overlapping senses that the word can convey: a script,
a play (which may or may not have a script), a style, a genre, a species of
poetry, etc. Also problematic are the overlapping senses and the ofteninterchangeable uses of the words “drama,” “play” (or “Spiel” or “jeu” or
“ludus”) and “theater.” The words “drama” and “play,” for example, are
often used synonymously when referring to individual works. Both can
refer to a script or text—as in “reading a play or drama”—and both can
refer to an enacted event—as in “seeing or attending a play or drama.”
“Drama” also has a more broad sense not shared by the word “play.” A
play is an individual event, whereas “drama,” and in particular “the drama,”
has become a broad category in literature and the performing arts that
includes some events that we call “plays” and others that we might not.
Both words carry additional senses beyond those relating to theatrical events. “Drama” has a metaphorical potential not shared by the
word “play.” One can speak of a “dramatic conclusion” to events, or the
“drama of family gatherings,” and let us not forget, “drama queen.” The
word “play,” conversely, has a performative connotation beyond that
which might be enacted upon a stage: thus, to play cards, to play football, or a play on words, all of which are performative acts in one form or
another. The words “drama” and “theater” are also used interchangeably
when describing drama or theater as genre, drama in its larger sense: “the
drama” and “the theater.” Even here, though, the senses can vary, with “the
drama” often drawing attention to the words on the page and “the theater”
generally pointing to what takes place upon a stage. “Theater” has a number of senses that are unique to it as well. It is a location, the setting where
drama takes place. From this the word has been extended to other similarly configured spaces, such as a theater of anatomy, or metaphorically
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transformed into abstract spaces within which action takes place, such as
a theater of passions or a theater of war. Indeed, the word “theater” was
used in this metaphorical sense in a number of publications during the
late-sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, including, for example, Thomas
Beard’s, The theatre of God’s judgment (1579), John Parkinson’s The theater
of plants (1658), Edward Topsell et al.’s The theater of insects (1658), and
David Jones’s A theatre of wars between England and France (1698). In the
English version of Nicolas Talon’s L’Histoire saint du Nouveau Testament
(1640, trans. 1653 by John Paulet Winchester as The Holy History), the
author speaks of the various “theaters of passions” in his discussion of the
creation of Adam: “In truth are you not ravished with the aspect of his
Eyes, which are the Windows of the Soul, the Doors of Life, and the most
faithfull Interpreters of our Minds? What say you to the disclosure of this
living Theater of Choler, of vengeance, of pitty, of hate, of fury, and of
Love?”58

Liturgical Drama
Both the words “liturgy” and “drama” thus have a sliding scale of meanings
that can stretch in multiple dimensions, and isolating the sense for either
word in any given context can be troublesome. With the expression “liturgical drama” this becomes particularly difficult due to the range of possible ways that each term both has been and can be understood, and this
becomes exponentially more troublesome when the words are combined.
To label something as “liturgical drama” is, at a minimum, to make two
claims: first, that the object of the label is drama, ontologically speaking,
and second, that this thing that is drama can be qualified as liturgical. To
regard something as drama, however, is, as Clopper observed, a slippery
proposition. There are a few instances where medieval texts now considered to be liturgical dramas were recognized at the time they were copied to be ludi, and there are a number of others, similarly configured and
without an overtly liturgical connection, that might well have been considered by their contemporaries to be ludi as well.59 But the vast majority
of texts that now fall under the banner of liturgical drama were liturgical
rites that appeared to be drama only because modern critics, or at least
those since 1834, projected onto them a current understanding of what
they saw drama to be. An ontological status was thus granted to these rites
that would have been inappropriate, and even inconceivable, during the
centuries of their use and for several centuries thereafter.
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The adjective “liturgical” is equally difficult. Indeed, what are we
claiming when we describe something as liturgical? Are we necessarily
implying an association with the rites specified in service books and all
that goes with them (their music, vestments, etc.)? This is the sense that we
normally take when using expressions such as “liturgical music,” “liturgical
gestures,” and “liturgical vestments.” Or can our reach extend to include
other kinds of activities that are routinely celebrated even though they
may not be specifically called for—the sense of the officia of several medieval liturgical commentators? Even in this expansive sense, though, the
word fails to encompass the full range of texts that have collected under
the banner of “liturgical drama.” The majority of texts now called “liturgical drama,” as just noted, were clearly liturgical. Those that most closely fit
our own experience of drama or theater, however, have no clear liturgical
connections.
It is not necessary, however, to view the expression “liturgical drama”
in this literal sense. If we redirect the adjective “liturgical” to denote activities that are not necessarily “of the liturgy” but that share attributes common to—or drawn from—the liturgy, the expression “liturgical drama” can
take on an altogether different cast. Indeed, seen this way, the expression
might more appropriately describe the religious plays of various European
vernacular traditions than it does the texts to which it is normally applied.
As early as 1916, Paul Kretzmann noted with regard to medieval German
drama that “the plays were either based directly on the liturgy and taken
from it, as were the early Latin plays, or the suggestion for their composition and their episodal structure was taken from the liturgy of some festival day or from some minor liturgical cycle clearly discernible in the breviaries.”60 More recently, Renate Amstutz has reinforced Kretzmann’s point
in her reconstruction of the liturgical structures that served as scaffold for
the fourteenth-century Thuringian Zehnjung frauenspiel.61
The expression “liturgical drama,” in fact, is probably best suited for
a small collection of Latin/vernacular Easter plays from the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries than it is for the medieval ceremonies and plays to
which it is normally applied. An antiphoner from the first half of the sixteenth century and now in Prague, for example, includes music for matins
and vespers for the liturgical year along with music for several processions
intended for use within a Bohemian Utraquist church.62 Taking up nearly
a fourth of the volume, the Easter portion of the manuscript includes a
series of Easter plays intended for presentation throughout the day. The
first in the series is a macaronic Latin/Bohemian Visitatio Sepulchri, enti-
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tled “ordo trium personarum in die resurectionis [sic] domini,” in which
the texts and melodies are given alternately in Latin and Bohemian and
punctuated by spoken Bohemian verse. 63 This is extended by a second
representation, entitled “ludus pasce ffoeliciter,” that contains spoken
Bohemian verse with occasional Latin liturgical items.64 These are presented together at the end of matins. A third representation, entitled
“ludus de resurectione [sic] domini,” contains spoken Bohemian verse
along with incipits for a number of Latin liturgical items and was likely
performed in conjunction with the Mass. 65 Both the sixteenth-century
Feldkircher Osterspiel, assigned by Lipphardt to Augsburg , 66 and the
seventeenth-century Regensburger Osterspiel, from the Alten Kapelle in
Regensburg,67 which similarly blend the texts and melodies of the liturgical Visitatio Sepulchri with both sung and spoken German, moreover,
are preserved within liturgical manuscripts as well (processionals in both
cases). If Lipphardt is correct in assigning the Feldkirch manuscript to the
cathedral in Augsburg, this would place both Osterspiele along with the
Bohemian presentations within Reformation milieux (or, in the case of
the German Osterspiele, Catholic milieux within Lutheran towns), milieux
that had also brought forth new ways of seeing the words “liturgy” and
“drama,” and thus in these few instances, “liturgical drama” as well.
The word “drama” need not be taken in its literal sense either. As
originally formulated by Charles Magnin and later punctuated by Félix
Clément, the expression “liturgical drama” was understood clearly as
metaphor, offering a sense that might more accurately be captured by the
inversion of its terms: “dramatic liturgy.” Were it not for this metaphorical reading, in fact, it is unlikely that the category liturgical drama would
have emerged as it did. The metaphor prompted a new way of seeing what
had hitherto been regarded as liturgical or ritual activity. It allowed the
consideration as drama of activities that were not strictly drama by the
definitions then available but which could be considered to be “dramatic”
as that word was then understood. This in turn, brought to light a number
of both liturgical and non-liturgical phenomena that together formed the
core of “liturgical drama” as that metaphor crystallized into category.
In the end, the expression “liturgical drama” lacks a clear referent,
a problem that was recognized almost from the start. From Mone to du
Méril to Coussemaker and beyond, the scholars of the mid- and latenineteenth century saw the repertory that was gathering before them in
much the same way as had the scholars of the centuries preceding, as divisible into two groups, one clearly liturgical and the other not. A century
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and three-quarters later, the expression “liturgical drama” continues to
embrace a variety of texts whose relationships to one another are, at best,
unclear. All are based on religious themes, all are set in Latin, and all are
sung. Some are clearly liturgical—they are preserved in liturgical books—
while others have no obvious liturgical connection. Those whose use is
specified in liturgical books are liturgical ceremonies, and to regard them
as drama is anachronistic at best, a form of conceptual “sort-crossing” (if
not “sort-trespassing”) as it were.68 The others are likely plays or spectacles
or games or homilies or some other type of as yet unnamed representation. They may be religious. They may include elements originating in the
liturgy. They may even be performed within a church to commemorate a
ritual moment. But they are not really liturgical in the same sense as those
representational rites now included among the liturgical dramas, rites that
were celebrated year after year and decade after decade for over eight centuries in churches throughout Europe, the Visitatio Sepulchri in particular.
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