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THE FIVE CYCLIC MANUSCRIPTS 

OF THE CHESTER CYCLE OF MYSTERY PLAYS: 

A STATISTICAL SURVEY OF VARIANT READINGS 

By R. M. LUMIANSKY and DAVID MILLS 

In the c o u r s e of p r e p a r i n g a new edi t ion of the C h e s t e r cycle of 
m y s t e r y p lays for the E a r l y Eng l i sh Text Soc ie ty , 1 we w e r e faced 
with the p r o b l e m of r educ ing the v a r i a n t f o r m s in the cyc l ic m a n u 
s c r i p t s to s o m e o r g a n i z e d s y s t e m f r o m which g e n e r a l t r e n d s could 
be ea s i l y d i s c e r n e d and p r e l i m i n a r y d e c i s i o n s m a d e . We dec ided 
tha t the m o s t convenient s y s t e m would be a s e r i e s of s t a t i s t i c a l 
t ab l e s - a s e p a r a t e tab le for each v a r i a t i o n - p a t t e r n showing the 
d i s t r i b u t i o n of the p a t t e r n play by play th roughout the cyc le . T h e s e 
t a b l e s p r o v e d m o s t helpful to us , but b e c a u s e they conta ined m u c h 
in fo rma t ion which we did not finally u se , and b e c a u s e they w e r e 
lengthy, we felt that we could not include t h e m in the second vo lume 
of our edi t ion. We a r e t h e r e f o r e m o s t g ra te fu l to P r o f e s s o r Cawley 
for a l lowing us to p r e s e n t a s e l ec t ion f rom the t ab l e s in th is vo lume 
of Leeds S tudies in Eng l i sh . 

It m a y be helpful at the ou t se t to r e m i n d the r e a d e r of the 
five cyc l ic m a n u s c r i p t s of the C h e s t e r cyc le , t oge the r with t h e i r 
d a t e s , s c r i b e s , and the s y m b o l s by which we des igna t e t h e m 
th roughou t th i s d i s c u s s i o n and in our edi t ion: 

H m Hunt ington L i b r a r y 2 E d w a r d G r e g o r i e 1591 
A B r i t i s h M u s e u m Addi t iona l 

10305 G e o r g e Bel l in . 1592 
R B r i t i s h M u s e u m H a r l e y 2013 G e o r g e Be l l in 1600 
B Bodley 175 W i l l i a m Bedford 1604 
H B r i t i s h M u s e u m H a r l e y 2124 J a m e s Mi l l e r et a l . 1607 

When we had co l la ted t h e s e m a n u s c r i p t s and g a t h e r e d our 
s t a t i s t i c s , two types of in fo rmat ion s e e m e d of only s e c o n d a r y 
value for our d e c i s i o n s , and such in fo rmat ion is t h e r e f o r e not 
included h e r e . Our p r i m a r y c o n c e r n was to dec ide which of the 
m a n u s c r i p t s would f o r m the m o s t convenient b a s e for the edi t ion. 
Since our in i t ia l choice lay among these five m a n u s c r i p t s , we con
fined our a t t en t ion to v a r i a n t s involving the five and dec ided to 
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pos tpone c o n s i d e r a t i o n of v a r i a n t s involving fewer than five m a n u 
s c r i p t s (as when one or m o r e m a n u s c r i p t s l acked a p a s s a g e found 
in the o t h e r s within which v a r i a t i o n o c c u r r e d ) . The m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
effect of th i s dec i s i on was to exclude f rom ini t ia l c o n s i d e r a t i o n the 
whole of P l ay I ( m i s s i n g in Hm) and of P l a y V (the H - v e r s i o n of 
which we r e g a r d as a d i f ferent p lay f r o m that in the o ther m a n u 
s c r i p t s ) . 

The second type of in fo rmat ion not r e p r e s e n t e d h e r e has to do 
with v a r i a t i o n s in n o n - s p o k e n m a t e r i a l , such a s s tage d i r e c t i o n s , 
s p e e c h - h e a d i n g s , p l a y - h e a d i n g s and g u i l d - a s c r i p t i o n s , and La t in 
quo ta t ions . The s c r i b e s ' a t t i tude to this m a t e r i a l , m u c h of which 
is in La t in , s e e m s to have been somewhat different f r o m t h e i r 
a t t i tude t o w a r d s the spoken text . The s c r i b e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y Be l l in 
and M i l l e r , felt f r e e r to r e a r r a n g e , o r m a k e subs t i tu t ions wi thin , 
th i s m a t e r i a l ; and while B e l l i n ' s v a r i a n t s often a t t e s t h i s weak 
La t in , Mi l l e r was not only a compe ten t La t i n i s t but s e e m s to have 
dec ided to r e p l a c e Eng l i sh s tage d i r e c t i o n s by Lat in eq u iv a l en t s . 
M o r e o v e r , the n u m b e r of v a r i a n t s is too s m a l l to al low any o v e r a l l 
p i c t u r e to e m e r g e , and we concluded that a s t a t i s t i c a l a p p r o a c h to 
such v a r i a n t s was not the m o s t useful m e t h o d of s tudy. 

The t ab le s given h e r e m u s t be used with caut ion, r e m e m b e r 
ing that the spoken v a r i a n t s l i s t ed in our edi t ion a r e t h e m s e l v e s a 
s e l ec t i on . We ca l l t h e m the "s igni f ican t v a r i a n t s , " which we define 
a s " p r i m a r i l y . . . v a r i a n t s which affect the mean ing of the t ex t " ; 
the imp l i ca t i ons of th is defini t ion a r e d i s c u s s e d in the sec t ion of 
Vol. I of our edi t ion on Se lec t ion and T r e a t m e n t of V a r i a n t R e a d i n g s , 
to which r e a d e r s of th is a r t i c l e a r e r e f e r r e d . R e a d e r s should a l s o 
r e m e m b e r that the s t a t i s t i c s take no account of the c h a r a c t e r of the 
v a r i a t i o n o r of i ts p r e s e n t a t i o n . A lengthy i n s e r t i o n / o m i s sion has 
no m o r e s t a t i s t i c a l i m p o r t a n c e than a s ingle l ex i ca l v a r i a n t ; and a 
v a r i a t i o n involving two w o r d s in a p h r a s e m a y be r e p r e s e n t e d a s 
two l ex i ca l v a r i a n t s or as a s ingle p h r a s a l v a r i a n t , wh icheve r is 
r e q u i r e d for convenience and c l a r i t y . F ina l ly , a l though cont inuing 
d i s c u s s i o n s ince the t ab le s w e r e d r a w n up h a s brought about m i n o r 
changes in the inc lus ion , exc lus ion and p r e s e n t a t i o n of v a r i a n t 
r e a d i n g s in the edi t ion, we be l i eve that the l a r g e n u m b e r of v a r i a n t s 
m i n i m i z e s the effect of any s m a l l changes which have subsequen t ly 
been m a d e . We would e m p h a s i z e that the s t a t i s t i c s f o r m a b a s i s 
for c o m p a r i s o n but that they cannot be r e g a r d e d a s " a b s o l u t e s " ; 
d i f ferent e d i t o r i a l p r i n c i p l e s of s e l ec t ion or p r e s e n t a t i o n would 
y ie ld d i f ferent f i g u r e s , but not, we feel , d i f ferent c o n c l u s i o n s . 

S ince the s t a t i s t i c s w e r e in tended to p rov ide a b a s i s for p r e 
l i m i n a r y d e c i s i o n s , t he i r i m p o r t a n c e l i e s a s m u c h in the ques t i ons 
they r a i s e a s in the p r o b l e m s they so lve . The a n s w e r s to those 
ques t i ons l ie in the de ta i l ed study of the c h a r a c t e r of the individual 
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v a r i a n t s which i s the c e n t r a l c o n c e r n of our d i s c u s s i o n of t ex tua l 
p r o b l e m s in the second vo lume of the edi t ion, and it is not our 
in tent ion h e r e to an t i c ipa t e t he i r solut ion. The f i g u r e s , h o w e v e r , 
p r o v i d e useful p o i n t e r s on t h e s e i s s u e s . 

1. Choice of B a s e M a n u s c r i p t . Table I s u g g e s t s that t h e r e a r e 
on a v e r a g e about 63 v a r i a n t s to e v e r y 100 l i n e s , and Tab le 2 shows 
tha t the h ighes t 4 ] l v a r i a t i o n - p a t t e r n is H ' s 17. 60 v a r i a n t s to e v e r y 
100 l i n e s . F e w of t h e s e v a r i a n t s extend beyond a p h r a s e , m a n y 
being l i m i t e d to individual w o r d s , and t h e r e is subs t an t i a l a g r e e 
m e n t among the five m a n u s c r i p t s ove r long p a s s a g e s . T h e s e fac t s 
sugges t tha t t h e r e is no s t r o n g c a s e for a p a r a l l e l t ex t s edi t ion of 
the cyc l e . 

Tab le 2, whose r e s u l t s m a y be conflated with the unique 
r e a d i n g s in T a b l e s 4, 5 and 6, sugges t s that H m h a s fewes t f o r m s 
which a r e not s h a r e d by one or m o r e o ther m a n u s c r i p t s . R, i t s 
n e a r e s t r i va l in Tab le 2, can be shown to be a far w e a k e r cand ida te 
both f r o m the high n u m b e r of unique f o r m s in Table 4 under 
H m B H ] A / R , and a l s o fr om the l a r g e n u m b e r of r e a d i n g s which 
T a b l e 3 shows it to s h a r e with A . Thus H m s e e m s to p r o v i d e the 
b e s t t ex tua l " n o r m " for an edi t ion , desp i t e i ts l ack of P l a y I. I ts 
r e a d i n g s a r e not n e c e s s a r i l y " o l d e r " or " b e t t e r " than those of the 
o t h e r m a n u s c r i p t s , but it p r o v i d e s a m o r e convenien t b a s e for an 
ed i t ion than the o t h e r s do. 

Yet the unique v a r i a n t s l i s t e d a l s o sugges t that t h e r e i s a 
m a r k e d d i f fe rence be tween the m a n u s c r i p t s , in that - with the 
excep t ion of R - the l a t e r a m a n u s c r i p t , the g r e a t e r the n u m b e r of 
unique f o r m s . T h u s , while sugges t ing H m a s a su i t ab le b a s e , the 
t ab le s a l s o d r a w our a t t en t ion to th i s i n t e r e s t i n g c o r r e l a t i o n which 
wil l r e q u i r e fu r the r c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

2. M a n u s c r i p t R e l a t i o n s h i p s . A fu r the r point a r i s e s f r o m the 
unique r e a d i n g s . Tab le 2 shows that H h a s by fa r the l a r g e s t 
n u m b e r - ove r 1000 m o r e than B . The b a s i c d iv i s ion b e t w e e n H 
and " the G r o u p " of ARB noted by H. De iml ing 2 (to which H m was 
added when it was r e d i s c o v e r e d ) is c l e a r l y d e m o n s t r a t e d . The 
s t a t i s t i c s do not show if the c a u s e i s e r r o r , d e l i b e r a t e " e m e n d a t i o n , " 
or r e l i a n c e upon one or m o r e di f ferent o r i g i n a l s . 

A second point , which a p p e a r s m o s t c l e a r l y in Tab le 3 , 
a l though it is a l s o ev idenced f r o m the AR a g r e e m e n t s in T a b l e s 5 
and 6, is the ve ry c lo se r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween A and R. Be l l in 
obvious ly used h i s e a r l i e r m a n u s c r i p t when wr i t i ng h i s l a t e r one , 
a s c r i t i c s have g e n e r a l l y noted . But Tab le 2 shows that R has 
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fewer r e a d i n g s not found e l s e w h e r e than any o ther m a n u s c r i p t a p a r t 
f r o m Hm; it is c l o s e r to the n o r m than A. M o r e o v e r , it l a cks 
about 700 A - f o r m s and suppl ies over 450 of i ts own, a fact f u r t h e r 
con f i rmed by the l a r g e n u m b e r of i n s t a n c e s l i s t ed in Tab le 4 in 
which A and R differ in t h e i r t r e a t m e n t of the s a m e b a s e f o r m . 
The subjec t for inves t iga t ion is not the undoubted c l o s e n e s s of A 
and R, but the r e a s o n for R ' s m o r e c o n s e r v a t i v e a p p r o a c h . 

Tab le 3 shows an a p p r e c i a b l e m e a s u r e of a g r e e m e n t be tween 
B and H. The pos s ib i l i t y that B and H could be a s u b - g r o u p is 
e l i m i n a t e d both by the l a r g e n u m b e r of unique r e a d i n g s in each , as 
ind ica ted by Tab le 2, and a l s o by the fact that w h e r e both differ 
f rom the n o r m , t h e r e is a high p robab i l i t y that each wil l have a 
different f o rm , a s is shown in the B / H f igures in Tab le 4. H e r e 
it is not the points at which the m a n u s c r i p t s differ which r e q u i r e 
inves t iga t ion but those at which they a g r e e . 

No o the r s u b - g r o u p s e m e r g e f rom the t a b l e s , a l though each 
point of a g r e e m e n t among a n u m b e r of the m a n u s c r i p t s d e m a n d s 
c lose study of the n a t u r e of the v a r i a t i o n . 

The t ab le s a r e not the m o s t su i tab le guide to the n a t u r e of 
the e x e m p l a r or the e x e m p l a r s . It migh t s e e m f r o m t h e m that H m 
could have s e r v e d a s e x e m p l a r for at l e a s t A B , but a study of 
m a t e r i a l found in o the r m a n u s c r i p t s and not in Hm e l i m i n a t e s that 
p o s s i b i l i t y . 

3 . Cycle or P l a y - c o l l e c t i o n . W . W . G r e g 3 once a r g u e d tha t 
C h e s t e r was a unified cyc le and that it was a l s o a s ingle t ex tua l 
unit, so tha t a t ex tua l r e l a t i o n s h i p which held good for one p a r t of 
the cycle would hold good for the whole cyc le . F . M. Sa l te r '* 
a r g u e d tha t t ex tua l ly the cyc le could be r e g a r d e d as a co l lec t ion of 
p l a y s , each with i ts own tex tua l h i s t o r y . The choice be tween t h e s e 
di f ferent a p p r o a c h e s s e e m s to us to depend at l e a s t in p a r t upon 
the s t a t e of the e x e m p l a r and the hab i t s of the s c r i b e s , ne i t he r of 
which can be d e m o n s t r a t e d s t a t i s t i c a l l y . If the e x e m p l a r was m u c h 
a l t e r e d and difficult to r e a d , and if the s c r i b e s w e r e wil l ing to 
" e m e n d " or " s u b s t i t u t e " w h e r e they could not r e a d or u n d e r s t a n d , 
it would be difficult to expla in v a r i a t i o n s in t e r m s of t r a n s m i s s i o n 
by a s e r i e s of s c r i b e s over a p e r i o d of t i m e . S t a t i s t i c s cannot 
so lve th i s p r o b l e m , s ince a c o m p a r a t i v e l y high or low n u m b e r of 
v a r i a n t s m a y be a r e s u l t of the s ta te of the e x e m p l a r or of the 
s c r i b e ' s no t ions of c o r r e c t n e s s . 

The s t a t i s t i c s do, howeve r , ind ica te one i n t e r e s t i n g point , 
n a m e l y that H, a l though it v e r y f requent ly has a high n u m b e r of 
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unique r e a d i n g s , d i v e r g e s m a r k e d l y f rom the n o r m in only e l even 
of the t w e n t y - t h r e e " f i v e - m a n u s c r i p t " p lays (i . e. excluding P l a y s 
I and V) h e r e l i s t ed - II, III, IV, VII, VIII, XII, XVI, XVIA, XVII, 
XX and XXI. Th i s p a t t e r n c o n t r a s t s with the c o m p a r a t i v e l y con
s i s t e n t p a t t e r n of d i v e r g e n c e of the o ther s c r i b e s throughout the 
cyc le and r e q u i r e s a m o r e de ta i l ed examina t ion . 

The above c o m m e n t s d r a w a t ten t ion to s o m e of the m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t conc lus ions and d i r e c t i o n s pointed by the t ab l e s and 
a l s o ind ica te s o m e of the l ines of inqui ry which we a r e now con
s i d e r i n g . We hope that r e a d e r s of our new edi t ion wil l find t h e s e 
t ab l e s useful s u m m a r i e s of the v a r i a n t s which we have s e l ec t ed , 
and that the in fo rmat ion they p rov ide wil l be helpful in fu r the r 
d i s c u s s i o n s of the cyc l e . 



\ P r e f a t o r y Note to Tab le 1 

(1) P l a y I is m i s s i n g f rom Hm and the n u m b e r of l ines in 
the play l i s t ed below is that of the longest v e r s i o n , R; 
the 301 l ines a r e r e g a r d e d a s a s ingle v a r i a n t , an H m 
o m i s s i o n . P l a y V in H di f fers so m a r k e d l y f rom P l a y 
V in HmARB that we r e g a r d it a s a s ing le l a r g e - s c a l e 
d i f fe rence , an HmARB ]H v a r i a n t . 

(2) A is d a m a g e d a t the beginning and end. F o r conven ience , 
in the edi t ion we have included the r ead ings in A ' s 
d a m a g e d l ines a m o n g the v a r i a n t s . S ince P l a y I is 
p r e s e n t e d a s a s ing le v a r i a n t , the f igures for tha t p lay 
a r e unaffected by our e d i t o r i a l p r a c t i c e , but the n u m b e r s 
of v a r i a n t s l i s t ed under A for P l a y XXIV a r e affected by 
the inc lus ion of d a m a g e d l i n e s . 

(3) P l a y XVI in H is p r e s e n t e d a s two p lays in H m A R B , 
the second b e a r i n g no n u m b e r . We have t h e r e f o r e 
n u m b e r e d the second play in HmARB a s XVIA. 
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C O R R E L A T I O N OF NO. OF LINES WITH NO. OF 5-MS VRs 
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READINGS FOUND IN ONE MS AND NOT IN T H E OTHER FOUR MSS 
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READINGS SHARED BY T H R E E MSS AND READINGS SHARED BY TWO MSS 
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\ T A B L E 4 
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\ T A B L E 5 

READINGS SHARED BY TWO MSS, D I F F E R E N T READINGS SHARED BY TWO MSS, 

UNIQUE READINGS IN ONE MS 
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\ T A B L E S 6 AND 7 

6. READINGS SHARED BY TWO MSS AND UNIQUE READINGS IN T H E 
OTHER T H R E E MSS 

7. UNIQUE READINGS IN A L L F I V E MSS 
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