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Abstract: This article examines the conditions of theatrical production in medieval England, 

arguing that the spaces in which drama was performed — the church, the street, and the 

pageant wagon — were not incidental settings but constitutive forces that determined the 

formal, acoustic, and social character of the drama itself. Drawing principally on E. K. 

Chambers's The Medieval Stage, Glynne Wickham's Early English Stages 1300 to 1660, and 

David Bevington's From Mankind to Marlowe, the essay traces the progressive displacement 

of dramatic performance from the acoustically privileged interior of the church into the 

problematic openness of the public street, attending to the theatrical consequences of each 

transition. It argues that the spatial imprecision, acoustic degradation, and logistical 

complexity of outdoor performance produced not a diminished theatrical culture but a 

remarkably resilient one — a culture whose non-illusionistic conventions, episodic structures, 

and participatory audience relationships constituted genuine theatrical achievements rather 

than primitive anticipations of the Renaissance stage that followed. The civic and political 

dimensions of the pageant tradition receive particular attention, as does the structural 

inheritance through which the habits of the medieval stage persisted into the drama of the 

Elizabethan period.  

Keywords: Medieval Theatre, Pageant Wagon, Theatrical Space, Acoustics, Platea, Mystery 

Cycles, Civic Drama, Non-Illusionistic Staging  

 

 

I. Introduction: The Problem of Origins  

The study of English drama has long suffered from a particular form of teleological distortion 

— the tendency to read the medieval theatrical tradition not as what it was but as what it would 

eventually produce. In this reading, the mystery cycles, the morality plays, and the civic 

pageants of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries appear as tentative rehearsals, imperfect 

preliminaries to the fully articulated drama of the Elizabethan stage. E. K. Chambers, whose 

two-volume The Medieval Stage remains indispensable to any serious engagement with the 

period, is himself not entirely innocent of this tendency. His account of medieval drama, 

comprehensive and meticulously documented as it is, organises its material with one eye 

perpetually fixed on the Elizabethan achievement that lies ahead.  

David Bevington's corrective, advanced in From Mankind to Marlowe, is both necessary and 

precise. Medieval drama, Bevington argues, was not a failed attempt at something better; it was 

a fully developed theatrical culture, shaped by its own purposes, its own spaces, and its own 

conventions. Its episodic structure, its mixing of comic and serious registers, its direct address 

to the audience, its non-illusionistic treatment of space  
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— these were not tentative experiments awaiting refinement but accomplished theatrical habits, 

the structural inheritance without which the drama of Shakespeare and Marlowe would be 

inexplicable. To understand the Renaissance stage, one must begin by understanding what it 

was given. That is the burden of this essay.  

The argument pursued here is spatial before it is literary. It proceeds from the conviction — 

shared with Wickham, whose formulation that the history of the theatre is the history of its 

buildings provides the organising principle for the following analysis — that the spaces in 

which drama was performed are not external to its meaning but constitutive of it. The church, 

the open street, and the pageant wagon were not neutral containers for dramatic action; they 

were, in a precise and demonstrable sense, the conditions from which that action took its form. 

This essay examines those conditions in sequence, attending to their acoustic, spatial, and 

social dimensions, and arguing throughout that the theatrical culture they produced deserves to 

be understood on its own terms rather than through the lens of what succeeded it.  

II. The Church as Constitutive Space  

Any account of medieval theatrical space must begin inside the church — not merely because 

it is chronologically primary, but because the church constitutes the most revealing instance of 

the principle that architecture and drama are mutually determining. The liturgical performances 

of the tenth through twelfth centuries did not occur in spite of the church's architectural 

character; they occurred because of it. The interior of a large Romanesque or Gothic building 

is, in the most immediate sense, already a theatre. Its axial plan directs attention toward the 

altar; its nave accommodates a gathered congregation; its choir, sanctuary, and chapels provide 

architecturally distinct spaces available, without adaptation, for the assignment of symbolic 

dramatic locations.  

Chambers's account of the origins of liturgical drama in The Medieval Stage identifies the trope 

known as the Quem Quaeritis — the Easter dialogue between the angels and the Marys at the 

sepulchre — as the germinal dramatic form from which the elaborations of the medieval stage 

would eventually develop. What Chambers's account does not sufficiently emphasise, though 

his evidence consistently supports the conclusion, is that the spatial conditions of the church 

were not simply hospitable to this early drama but generative of it. The sepulchre could be 

represented by the altar; the movement from choir to nave enacted in spatial terms the 

theological narrative of descent and discovery. The church did not need to be transformed into 

a theatre because it already functioned as one — a space organised around symbolic action, 

directed movement, and communal witness.  

The acoustic properties of the church interior are inseparable from this theatrical function. 

Chambers describes the early performances as requiring chanting, and the choice of vocal form 

was not accidental. The church had been designed — over centuries of architectural 

development and liturgical practice — for exactly the kind of formal vocal performance that 

chanting represents. Stone walls, high vaulted ceilings, and hard reflective surfaces produce 

what acousticians term a 'sharp' or 'live' acoustic: sound is reflected rather than absorbed, 

reverberations sustain vocal lines, and the voice of a single cantor can fill an enormous volume 

with apparent ease. The liturgy had refined, over many centuries, the vocal techniques 

appropriate to this acoustic environment; the early drama inherited those techniques along with 

the space.  

This is not a trivial observation. It means that when drama eventually outgrew the church 

interior — when the increasing complexity of the plays, the growing size of the audience, and 

the institutional pressures that Wickham documents with characteristic thoroughness 

eventually drove performance into the open air — the transition was not merely a change of 
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location but a fundamental alteration in the acoustic and spatial conditions of performance. 

Everything that the church had provided as given — the reflective surfaces, the contained 

volume, the directed spatial organisation — had now to be reconstructed, imperfectly and 

provisionally, through other means. The history of medieval theatrical innovation, viewed 

through this lens, is in large measure the history of various attempts to solve problems that the 

church interior had never needed to pose.  

The institutional dimension of the church's theatrical role deserves equal attention. Chambers 

establishes that the clergy were responsible not merely for organising and supervising the early 

drama but for performing in it. The content of the plays was doctrinally controlled, their 

language was Latin, and their purpose was devotional — to render biblical narrative accessible 

to a congregation whose literacy in both the verbal and scriptural senses was severely limited. 

Drama, in this earliest English form, was an instrument of faith before it was anything else; 

and the institutional structure of the Church — its authority, its resources, its educated 

personnel — was the condition of its existence. The transition to performance outside the 

church was therefore not merely a spatial event but an institutional one, with consequences that 

reverberated through the subsequent history of theatrical organisation.  

III. The Acoustic Consequences of the Open Air  

The move from the church interior to the open street constituted, in acoustic terms, a 

catastrophic reversal. Where the church had provided a sharp, reflective acoustic that sustained 

vocal performance without effort, the outdoor environment produced what is known as a dead 

acoustic — a condition in which sound is absorbed by the atmosphere, by the bodies of the 

spectators, and by the soft and irregular surfaces of the open-air environment, rather than being 

reflected back toward the audience. The consequences for performance were immediate and 

far-reaching. Wickham, in Early English Stages 1300 to 1660, makes the acoustic problem 

central to his account of the development of medieval stagecraft. The shift from chant to spoken 

dialogue — which is frequently discussed in terms of literary development, as though it 

represented a maturation of dramatic sensibility — was, Wickham argues, in significant 

measure an acoustic adaptation. Chanting, which had been ideally suited to the reflective 

environment of the church interior, proved increasingly inadequate in the open air: its formal 

vocal qualities, which the church's reverberant acoustic had amplified and sustained, were lost 

in the absorption of the outdoor environment. Spoken dialogue, by contrast, permitted greater 

vocal flexibility and could be shaped, through projection and articulation, to reach the outer 

edges of a crowd that chanting could no longer reliably penetrate.  

This shift from chant to speech was not merely a change in vocal technique but a change in 

dramatic form — a consequence, not a cause, of the spatial transformation that preceded it. The 

development of vernacular dramatic language, which is typically narrated as an expression of 

broadening theatrical ambition or increasing secular confidence, finds its most immediate 

explanation not in any intellectual or institutional development but in the practical acoustic 

demands of performing in spaces that had not been designed to support formal vocal 

production. The emergence of the plain, forceful, projectable speech of the mystery cycles is, 

in this reading, an acoustic phenomenon before it is a literary one.  

The problem was not insoluble, as the example of the Cornish amphitheatrical performance 

tradition demonstrates. Where audiences could be arranged in a circular configuration around 

a central performing area — seated in tiered ranks that concentrated them toward the actor 

rather than dispersing them across an open field — something of the acoustic advantage of the 

enclosed interior could be approximated. The stage plan preserved in the manuscript of The 

Castle of Perseverance, which depicts a circular arrangement of audience around a central 



Literary Enigma     ISSN (Online): 3049-2033 

The International Journal of English Language, Literature and Culture  

(Peer-Reviewed and Indexed) 

Vol. 2, Issue 5 (October 2025) 

 

 

www.literaryenigma.com                                                                                                                          114 

 

platea with multiple symbolic structures at the circumference, may reflect precisely this 

awareness: that the management of sound and the management of space were not independent 

problems but two dimensions of a single architectural challenge. Whether this plan reflects 

common practice across England or a regionally specific solution remains uncertain — 

Wickham is appropriately cautious on the point — but its existence testifies to a theatrical 

culture actively engaged with the spatial conditions of its own practice.  

It is worth pausing here to consider what the acoustic challenge produced in terms of 

performance style. The dead acoustic of the open air imposed on actors a mode of delivery that 

was necessarily broad, physically exaggerated, and vocally emphatic. Subtlety of tone, 

psychological nuance, the half-spoken aside — none of these were available to a performer 

addressing a crowd dispersed across an unenclosed public space. The theatrical style of the 

medieval outdoor stage was correspondingly robust: direct, emphatic, physically vivid, reliant 

on strong theatrical contrasts rather than on graduated psychological development. This was 

not a stylistic failure but a theatrical intelligence — an adaptation to the conditions of 

performance that produced its own aesthetic coherence, its own pleasures, and its own 

expressive possibilities.  

IV. The Pageant Wagon and Its Theatrical Logic  

The pageant wagon represents the most significant technological solution that medieval 

theatrical culture produced in response to the conditions of outdoor performance — and it is a 

solution whose theatrical logic has been consistently underestimated by scholarship that reads 

it primarily as a precursor to the fixed stage. The wagon was not simply a portable platform; it 

was a theatrical environment in its own right, with a spatial organisation, a social function, and 

an expressive range that were fully adequate to the demands placed upon them.  

The structure of the wagon — a two-level arrangement in which the lower level served as a 

dressing and storage space while the upper level constituted the performing area — embodied 

a spatial principle of considerable theatrical sophistication. The vertical separation between the 

world of preparation and the world of performance, architecturally inscribed in the wagon's 

design, established the distinction between actor and character as a spatial fact before it was a 

conceptual one. The wagon also solved, within the constraints of its itinerant character, the 

problem of visibility that outdoor performance consistently posed: by elevating the performing 

area above the level of the crowd, it ensured that the action could be seen from a distance 

sufficient to accommodate the large audiences that the civic performances attracted.  

Wickham's analysis of the civic and political dimensions of the pageant tradition opens up a 

perspective on medieval theatre that purely literary approaches consistently miss. The pageant 

was not merely an entertainment or a devotional exercise; it was a form of political 

communication, a means by which the relationship between ruler and ruled could be publicly 

negotiated and ceremonially enacted. Wickham cites the text prepared by the citizens of 

Worcester to welcome Henry VII in the year following his coronation, in which the king is 

addressed with notable directness:  

O Henry! moche art thou beholde to us / That thee have reysede by our oune 

Election / Be thou therefore merciful and graciouse; / For Mercye pleaseth 

moost our Affection.  

What this text makes visible is that the pageant was, in Wickham's formulation, a negotiation 

rather than merely a celebration — a public reminder to the ruler of the responsibilities that 

power carried with it. Ideas that could not easily be expressed in direct speech found in 

theatrical allegory a form simultaneously public and protected: the pageant could say things to 

power that no individual subject could safely say alone. Theatre, even in this civic and 
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ceremonial form, was a medium of political significance long before the Elizabethan stage 

made that significance explicit.  

The processional character of the pageant tradition deserves particular attention, since it 

establishes a theatrical logic fundamentally unlike anything in the subsequent theatrical history 

of England. When the wagons moved through the streets of York or Chester, stopping at fixed 

stations to perform successive episodes of the biblical cycle, the town itself became the theatre 

— not a space set aside from civic life but the fabric of civic life itself, transformed temporarily 

into a performance environment. The audience did not gather in a designated space to watch 

drama; they inhabited the spaces of their ordinary lives while drama came to them. The 

distinction between the theatrical event and the social world surrounding it was, in this 

arrangement, deliberately and productively permeable.  

This permeability had consequences for the nature of the theatrical event itself. The audience 

of the pageant was not passive in the way that modern theatrical convention assumes audiences 

to be. Spectators moved through the streets, gathered at different wagons in whatever order 

they chose, watched from windows and rooftops, conversed with one another, and occupied a 

continuum with the performers that no fixed auditorium could replicate. The boundary between 

actor and spectator, between the world of the play and the world of the town, was genuinely 

blurred — not by design failure but by theatrical intention. The medieval pageant was a civic 

event in which the community did not merely watch a performance but participated in one.  

V. Platea, Mansions, and the Non-Illusionistic Stage  

The staging conventions of the medieval outdoor theatre — the platea, the mansions, and the 

symbolic visual vocabulary through which dramatic space was constructed — have been 

consistently misread by scholarship that applies to them the criteria of the pictorial stage. 

Against the illusionistic standard of the proscenium theatre, the medieval stage appears 

impoverished: its scenery is merely symbolic, its spatial logic is multiple and simultaneous 

rather than unified and sequential, and its relationship to the theatrical real is frankly allegorical 

rather than representationally exact. These, however, are not deficiencies but distinctions — 

the marks of a different theatrical ontology, one that makes different demands on its audience 

and produces different theatrical pleasures.  

The platea — the central, undifferentiated acting area around which the mansions were 

arranged — was a space of theatrical possibility rather than theatrical specification. It did not 

represent any particular location; it represented, rather, the condition of dramatic action as such 

— the open, available space within which any location could be established through the 

movement and speech of the actors. The identity of the platea at any given moment was 

determined not by what it looked like but by which mansion was currently in use and what the 

actors within it said and did. This was a theatre of linguistic and gestural signification, not of 

pictorial representation, and it required from its audience a mode of imaginative engagement 

that the illusionistic stage systematically discourages.  

The mansions themselves — Heaven, Hell, Eden, the palace, the sepulchre — were not realistic 

sets but theatrical symbols: concentrated, immediately legible visual markers that 

communicated their meanings to an audience thoroughly versed in the symbolic language of 

religious iconography. A gaping mouth emitting smoke and fire was not a naturalistic 

representation of Hell but a theatrical sign for Hell, drawing on a visual vocabulary that every 

member of the audience shared. The sophistication of this symbolic language has been 

underestimated precisely because it is not the sophistication of illusionism; it is the 

sophistication of a different theatrical system, one that assumes a shared cultural competence 

rather than a passive visual receptivity.  
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Bevington's argument about the structural inheritance of these conventions is essential here. 

The episodic organisation of the mystery cycles, the simultaneous multiple staging of the 

platea-mansion arrangement, the direct address to the audience through which the drama 

interpellated its spectators as participants in a shared devotional and civic event — none of 

these features disappeared when the Elizabethan stage replaced the pageant wagon. They were, 

rather, absorbed into the new theatrical architecture and redirected toward new dramatic 

purposes. The Elizabethan thrust stage, with its bare wooden platform and its multiple entrance 

doors, was a descendant of the platea in its dependence on linguistic and gestural signification 

rather than pictorial representation. The word scenery of Shakespeare — the technique by 

which characters establish time, place, and atmosphere entirely through language — is 

inconceivable without the tradition of symbolic spatial signification that the medieval stage 

had developed and refined.  

VI. The Audience: Community, Mobility, and Participatory Theatre  

The audience of medieval theatre was, in its character and its relationship to performance, 

fundamentally different from any theatrical audience that succeeded it — and it is in this 

difference, perhaps more than in any other, that the distinctiveness of medieval theatrical 

culture can be most clearly apprehended. The modern theatrical audience is, by definition, 

sedentary: it occupies assigned seats in a darkened auditorium, separated from the performers 

by the convention of the fourth wall, and its engagement with the performance is primarily 

perceptual and cognitive rather than physical and participatory. The medieval theatrical 

audience was none of these things.  

Wickham's image of the stage as an island in a sea of people captures something essential about 

the spatial logic of the pageant performance. The stage — whether wagon, scaffold, or 

temporary platform — did not separate the performance from the community; it was 

surrounded by the community, sustained by it, embedded within it. Audience members moved 

freely through the streets, gathering at different performance points, watching from elevated 

vantage points, and occupying a continuum of spatial positions that ranged from direct physical 

proximity to the performers to distant observation from rooftops. The social hierarchy of the 

town was inscribed in this spatial arrangement — important guests occupied the most 

privileged positions, guild members stood in their designated standings — but even the most 

privileged spectator was not separated from the crowd in the way that the enclosed auditorium 

would later enforce.  

The participation of the audience was not merely physical but dramatic. Many medieval 

performances required the audience to understand itself as part of the dramatic world being 

enacted. In the morality plays, the audience was addressed directly as mankind — as the human 

community to whose spiritual condition the drama was relevant and whose imaginative assent 

was required for the drama's devotional work to be done. The direct address to the audience 

was not, in the medieval theatrical context, a metatheatrical gesture that broke the illusion; 

there was no illusion to break. The theatre was operating in a different mode entirely — one in 

which the boundary between the dramatic world and the actual world was not an illusion to be 

maintained but a distinction to be ceremonially traversed.  

The political dimension of this audience relationship is worth stressing. Wickham's 

documentation of the processional pageant tradition establishes that the most important person 

in the audience was simultaneously a subject of the performance — the ruler whose arrival the 

pageant celebrated and whose responsibilities it publicly articulated. The boundary between 

performer and spectator was, at the most ceremonially charged moments of the pageant 

tradition, genuinely permeable: the king being welcomed into the city was both watching the 
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performance and, in a precise political sense, being performed at. This reflexive dimension of 

the civic pageant — in which the most prominent spectator was also, in some sense, the central 

character — has no real equivalent in the commercially organised theatre of the Renaissance 

period.  

The consequences of the suppression of the Miracle cycles — which Wickham argues 

persuasively was not a natural decline but a politically motivated act of religious reform under 

Elizabeth I — are significant in this context. When bishops such as Edmund Grindal and 

Matthew Hutton suppressed what they termed 'idolatrous' and 'superstitious' plays in York and 

Chester, they were not merely closing down a form of entertainment. They were dismantling a 

theatrical culture that had, for several centuries, given communities a means of representing 

themselves to themselves — of publicly enacting, in theatrical form, the beliefs, the social 

hierarchies, and the political relationships that constituted their shared civic life. The loss was 

irretrievable. The Elizabethan theatre that succeeded it was, in many respects, artistically more 

ambitious; it was never again so thoroughly civic.  

VII. Structural Inheritance and the Question of Continuity  

The argument of this essay has proceeded on the assumption that understanding the medieval 

theatrical tradition on its own terms is not merely a matter of historical equity but a precondition 

for understanding the Renaissance theatre that succeeded it.  

Bevington's thesis — that the dramaturgy of the early Elizabethan stage was shaped in 

fundamental ways by the theatrical conventions of the morality play tradition — is not merely 

a scholarly corrective to teleological accounts of theatrical history; it is a key to understanding 

why the Elizabethan stage took the specific form it did.  

The episodic structure that characterises the drama of Marlowe and the early Shakespeare is a 

medieval inheritance, not a Renaissance invention. The mixing of comic and serious registers 

that so troubled the neoclassical critics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries — who 

found in Shakespeare's combination of the tragical and the farcical a formal impropriety that 

the unities of classical drama would never have permitted — was an established theatrical habit 

of the morality play tradition, where the comic Vice served as both dramatic foil and structural 

device. The direct address to the audience, which gives Shakespeare's soliloquies and asides 

their distinctive character of shared confidence, was the normative mode of audience 

relationship in the medieval theatre, not a novelty introduced by the Elizabethan stage.  

What the Renaissance added to these inherited theatrical habits was not a different theatrical 

logic but a different architectural frame. The permanent playhouse gave the episodic, audience-

inclusive, non-illusionistic theatrical practices of the medieval stage a new spatial environment 

in which to develop — one that resolved the acoustic problems of the open air, provided a 

consistent and controllable performance space, and offered the professional acting companies 

the stable institutional base from which a sustained theatrical culture could be organised. The 

continuity between the two traditions is structural and performative; the change is architectural 

and institutional.  

The non-illusionistic treatment of dramatic space — which the platea-mansion arrangement 

had developed as a theatrical convention over two centuries of outdoor performance — found 

its Elizabethan equivalent in the bare thrust stage and the technique of word scenery. The bare 

stage was not a poverty of theatrical means but a theatrical philosophy: the conviction that 

dramatic space is produced by language and gesture rather than by scenic apparatus, and that 

the audience's imagination is the most powerful scenic resource available to the playwright. 

This conviction was not originated by the Elizabethan theatre; it was inherited by it, from a 
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theatrical tradition that had never had the option of relying on pictorial illusion and had 

developed, in its absence, something considerably more powerful.  

VIII. Conclusion  

The argument of this essay may be summarised in terms of three interrelated claims. The first 

is spatial: that the conditions of theatrical production in the medieval period — the church, the 

open street, the pageant wagon — were not merely settings for drama but among its constitutive 

conditions, determining its acoustic character, its formal conventions, and its social function. 

The second is evaluative: that the theatrical culture those conditions produced was not a 

primitive anticipation of something better but a fully realised system with its own theatrical 

logic, its own pleasures, and its own achievements. The third is historical: that the conventions 

of the medieval stage were not superseded by the Renaissance but inherited, transformed, and 

rebuilt within a new architectural frame — and that understanding this inheritance is a 

precondition for understanding the Elizabethan achievement that is so often celebrated in 

isolation from it.  

Chambers was right that drama is not a thing of texts alone. He was perhaps insufficiently 

attentive to the corollary: that it is not a thing of buildings alone either. The church, the pageant 

wagon, and the open street were spaces that produced theatrical cultures; but those cultures in 

turn produced the spaces, the conventions, and the habits of mind that made the permanent 

playhouse possible. The architecture of medieval devotion and the architecture of Renaissance 

humanism are not opposed forms but successive expressions of a single, continuous inquiry — 

the inquiry that all theatre, at whatever moment and in whatever building, is always conducting: 

the inquiry into what it means for human beings to gather in a shared space and watch one 

another speak.  
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