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Teaching notes 

Demystifying the mystery plays 
Jenni Nuttall 

Developing the ideas offered by Laura Varnam’s article (pp. 17–19), these notes help you explore the 
use of irony in the Crucifixion play from the York Mystery Cycle. 

Isn’t it ironic? 
Varnam’s article describes some of the uses that the York Crucifixion play makes of irony. One 
example is the soldiers’ ironic complaints about their own pain, ironic because Jesus’s suffering is 
much more intense than theirs. Similarly ironic are the soldiers’ comments on Christ’s language, which 
more accurately describe the style of their own speech. 

These ironic comments are examples of dramatic irony, where the play’s audience can think 
something that a play’s characters do not or cannot think about. In this case, it is not that the audience 
have seen a plot event or heard information about a character of which these soldiers are not aware. 
This is rather a kind of spiritual or theological dramatic irony, in which the soldiers have no sense of 
the wider religious significance of their words and actions. Christ’s Crucifixion, which the soldiers 
perform and describe crudely and cruelly as the execution of a troublesome prisoner, is the act of 
divine sacrifice that secures salvation for humanity. 

The soldiers’ perception is thus very limited, focusing on their own troubles and this particular moment 
in their lives. Yet the Christian audience of the play would have been able to understand the bigger 
picture.  Recognising the limits of the soldiers’ perceptions of what is going on, and seeing the 
dramatic irony of what they say, unites the play’s audience with Christ himself. 

Activity 
Re-read the play, looking particularly for dialogue that might be considered ironic in some way. How 
would you explain the irony? Your explanation might be in two parts:  

• considering what the speaker means in relation to their limited perception of the present 
moment  

• explaining how the play’s audience, with their wider knowledge, might find other meanings in 
what the speaker says 

You might consider some of the following lines: 

• The Third Soldier tells Christ that ‘Thou schulde have mynde, with mayne and moode, / Of 
wikkid werkis that thou haste wrought’ (65–6) (‘You should think, with the utmost force, about 
the sinful works that you have done)’. 

• The Third Soldier tells his fellow soldiers that ‘Fro all this harme [Christ] schulde hym hyde / 
And he war God’ (187–8) (‘If he were God, Christ ought to hide himself from all this pain’). 
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• The Fourth Soldier curses Christ by exclaiming ‘The deuill hym hang!’ (188) (‘may the devil 
hang him!)’ 

Contexts 
Look back at Varnam’s description of the Arma Christi, the Instruments of the Passion.  Why would the 
play’s medieval audience recognise the tools that the soldiers use to crucify Christ? How do the 
soldiers present these Instruments of the Passion in the play? Why does the playwright choose to 
supplement the Instruments of Passion with the tools such as the rope and the wedges, which the 
soldiers need to get around the bad workmanship they find as the play goes on? How might the 
craftsmen of the city of York have felt about the attention paid to work done badly in the play? 

Critical debate 
Some critics argue that these plays were used to educate medieval lay people, who may not have 
been able to read the Bible in Latin, about aspects of their Christian faith. Other scholars point out that 
many of the plays’ dramatic, ironic and comic effects rely on a great deal of prior knowledge of 
Scripture and doctrine on the part of the audience. 

Looking back at the article and making use of other sources (including the websites listed below), 
describe three ways in which you think this play teaches its audience about the Crucifixion. 

How do you think the medieval audience would have reacted to seeing a familiar scene acted out in 
an unfamiliar way? Explain how you think the audience might have responded, remembering to use 
contextual factors in your argument. 

Useful websites 
The TEAMS Middle English Texts website has recently published an online edition of the York Mystery 
Plays aimed at student readers. What can you find out from the explanatory notes provided for this 
online edition that adds to your understanding of the play? d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/davidson-
play-35-crucifixio-christi 

The University of Cambridge Faculty of English’s Medieval Imaginations website allows you to select 
visual images from medieval culture relating to Christ’s Crucifixion and Death. Look at Image No 317 
— how are the soldiers dressed in this image? What does this tell us about the way in which the 
soldiers who crucify Christ were imagined in the Middle Ages? www.english.cam.ac.uk/medieval/ 

A manuscript made circa 1370, now in the British Library, has a full-page illumination of all of the 
Instruments of the Passion. What does an image like this tell us about medieval interest in the objects 
used in the events surrounding the Crucifixion? 
www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=45207 

Further reading 
Article 
Poynting, S. ‘It’s all very meta’, THE ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 25, No. 4, pp. 8–9. 

  


