History of the English Stage

Mystery Plays
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The earliest types of drama in England, like elsewhere, derived from the oral tradition. Over time, instruments were included to create the ballad singer. Festivals and fairs inspired more physical entertainment such as juggling. However, the first written plays are the mystery plays.

The mystery plays were religious plays that took their stories from the Bible. They were an answer to a religious sentiment that disapproved of the theater.  The most popular mystery plays were the “mystery cycle” which presented the life of Jesus, from his birth to Judgment Day. 

These were not performed in a traditional theater. Instead, they were on carts.  It was like a big Biblical parade. Each scene had its own cart.  People would gather along the route at stations where the carts would stop and that scene would be performed. The carts varied from simple platforms to those containing ladders, trapdoors, and other fancy extras.
You might think these were put on by the church, but that isn’t the case. Guilds – early forms of unions – put on the plays. For a large cycle play, each guild would be responsible for a scene. It was a lot of fun for them.

Morality Plays
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Morality plays were straigtforward allegories where a moral lesson was taught. Characters had names like “Everyman,” “Mankind,” “Greed,” “Chastity,” etc. In the picture above, the characters are “Contempation,” “Perseverence,” “Imagination,” and “Free Will.” The plot, while told in a variety of ways, was always about the struggle of man to overcome temptation and vice in order to choose the right path.  In fact, a popular character in the plays would be a figure actually named “vice” who would go around and play tricks on people, acting as comic relief. 
Puppet Shows
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Puppet shows could also be used to act out the same types of plots as in mystery plays and morality plays. They become more and more elaborate, and were very popular.
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