Reading Questions for Medieval Drama and The Second Shepherd’s Play

Introduction pages 460-463

1. What is a "mystery play." To what does the term "mystery" refer?

2. Who performed the mystery plays in the towns throughout England in the middle ages?

3. From what source did the material for the mystery plays come? Be specific.

4. In what language were the English mystery plays written in the 14th and 15th century?

5. What was a "guild"?

6. How were the mystery plays performed? When were they performed?

7. What was a "cycle" of plays? How many plays might be in a single cycle? What are some of the stories that were dramatized in the lay cycles?

The Play: The Second Shepherd’s Play

8. Who was the Wakefield Master?

9. What is the Second Shepherd’s Play about; that is, what Bible story does it dramatize?

10. What is each of the three shepherd’s complaining about as the play opens?

11. Is the weather described the weather of the Eastern Mediterranean (Jerusalem, Bethlehem) or more like England?

12. Who is Mak? Describe his character and personality? 

13. How does Mak insure that the shepherds stay asleep while he steels a sheep?

14. Describe the relationship of Mak and his wife Gill.

15. Where do they hide the sheep? What is their plan to fool the shepherds?

16. When the shepherds discover a sheep is missing they go to Mak’s house. What do they discover when they search the house? 

17. What do they want to do for the "child" when they hear about it? What do they say about the "child" in the crib when they see it?

18. How do Mak and Gill explain the looks of their child?

19. How do the shepherds punish Mak for his thievery?

20. For their charity and tolerance the shepherds are invited to a major event in world history. What is it?

21. How does the story of the shepherds and the sheep in the cradle parallel the Nativity they witness?

22. What gifts do the shepherds bring to the Christ Child?

23. How do the two plots (the stolen sheep and the Nativity) develop a theme of Charity in the play?

24. Throughout the play there are references to people and practices related to Christianity before the birth of Christ in the play. Examples: "Our Lady,” "By Saint Thomas of Kent,” "Christ’s cross me speed,” "Pater Noster.” What do you make of this? How can it be explained?

25. This is a religious play, about a religious event, performed on a religious holiday. How do you explain the comic tone, the rough, farcical humor, and even the crude language (e.g. "Now take out that Southern tooth/ And set in a turd”? Are these things appropriate?)

