
Medieval Theatre 

 
1.   Medieval Period – (roughly from 500 a.d. – 1500 a.d.)    Also known as 

 the Middle Ages, this era saw the church as a powerful governing 

 force.   Because it had become decadent and lewd, the church 

 outlawed theatre. 

 

2.   Trope – A short acted scene based on a Biblical theme.   Tropes were 

 used by the Church to teach illiterate churchgoers about their faith.   

 The earliest known example of a trope is Quem Quaeritis, the Easter 

 dialogue between the Marys and the angels. 

 

3.    Cycle – A group of plays on a related theme.   An example of a cycle is 

 The Wakefield Cycle.    The 13
th
 play in The Wakefield Cycle is The  

Second Shepherd’s Play. 
 

4.    Mystery Play (or Miracle Play) – Tells a Bible story and usually 

 focuses on the mysterious nature of God.   These plays helped 

 churchgoers understand their belief.    The Mystery of Adam is an 

 example of a mystery play. 

 

5.   Morality Play – An allegorical play featuring characters such as “Lust”, 

 “Greed”, “Mercy”, and “Kindness” that would interact with characters 

 representing all of humankind.   The human characters were often 

 tempted, but returned to the side of good at the end.   These plays 

 attempted to show people how to behave.   The best example of a 

 morality play is Everyman. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6.   Mansion – a temporary, hut-like house decorated to represent a location 

 in a play. 

 

7.   Platea – The central acting locations shared by the mansions. 

 

8.   Medieval Play Production – was not held in a theatre (theatre had been 

 outlawed, so there were no theatre buildings).   Productions were held 

 in churches and in churchyards.    The play was staged in a common 

 acting area (platea) surrounded by a number of scenery pieces 

 (mansions).   The audience could see all the mansions at all times (no 

 scene changes).   Actors would enter the “stage” from a mansion and 

 go to the platea.    The audience understood that the platea changed to 

 become part of the mansion from which the actor had entered. 


