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THE PROCESSION AND PLAY OF CORPUS CHRISTI 

IN YORK AFTER 1426 

By ALEXANDRA F . JOHNSTON 

One of the m o s t famous d o c u m e n t s conce rn ing the York C o r p u s 
Chr i s t i P l a y to su rv ive is the r e c o r d of the s e r m o n that was 
p r e a c h e d by W i l l i a m Mel ton in 1426. In th i s s e r m o n , Mel ton 
urged that b e c a u s e the play tended to keep the c i t i z ens of York 
away f r o m the s t r i c t l y r e l i g ious o b s e r v a n c e s of the feas t of Corpus 
C h r i s t i , the play and the p r o c e s s i o n honour ing the hos t should be 
held on different days . As a r e s u l t of th is s e r m o n , a publ ic 
meet ing was held and the people of York a g r e e d that the p lay should 
be p layed e v e r y y e a r on the Wednesday , the vigi l of the feas t , and 
that the p r o c e s s i o n should a lways be he ld with due so lemni ty on the 
day of the feas t i tself . ' 

Al though the two p ionee r ing s c h o l a r s in the field, R o b e r t 
Da vies and Lucy Tou lmin Smi th both e x p r e s s r e s e r v a t i o n s about 
the abso lu te n a t u r e of th is dec i s ion , it is g e n e r a l l y a s s u m e d that 
af ter 1426 the p r o c e s s i o n and the play w e r e held on succeed ing 
days . Unfor tunate ly , such ev idence a s has s u r v i v e d does not 
suppor t such an a s s u m p t i o n . The ev idence conce rn ing the York 
Corpus C h r i s t i c e l e b r a t i o n s for the fifty y e a r s be tween 1426 and 
1476 is s can ty . It c o n s i s t s of a few guild o r d i n a n c e s in the A / Y 
M e m o r a n d u m Book, a documen t r e c o r d i n g an a g r e e m e n t be tween 
the ci ty and the Guild of Corpus C h r i s t i , and s o m e account ro l l s 
of the c i ty , the Guild of C o r p u s C h r i s t i , the M e r c e r s ' Guild and the 
M i n s t e r . 3 It is the p u r p o s e of th is a r t i c l e to b r ing toge the r a l l the 
ev idence c o n c e r n i n g the p r o c e s s i o n and the p lay f rom t h e s e docu
m e n t s which spec i f i ca l ly s t a t e the day upon which t h e s e events took 
p l ace . F r o m this ev idence it is c l e a r that the e a r l i e s t p o s s i b l e 
date for an abso lu t e d iv i s ion be tween the p r o c e s s i o n and the p lay 
is 1468. 

The f i r s t ev idence conce rn ing the p r o c e s s i o n a f t e r 1426 is 
found in a n o r d i n a n c e of the M a r s h a l l s and Smi th s i n t e r n a l l y da t ed 
1428. At that t ime the M a r s h a l l s and Smi ths w e r e p ledged not only 
to look a f t e r t h e i r pagean t s but a l s o to "uphald t h a i r t o r c h e s in the 
p r o c e s s i o n of Corpus C h r i s t i day. " 4 The p r o c e s s i o n is c l e a r l y 
held on the feas t day in 1428. T h e r e is no ev idence f r o m th is 
documen t conce rn ing the day of the p e r f o r m a n c e of the play that 
y e a r . 
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However , t h e r e a r e two documen t s su rv iv ing f rom 1432. The 
f i r s t is the f o r m a l a g r e e m e n t be tween the ci ty and the Guild of 
C o r p u s C h r i s t i conce rn ing the c a r r y i n g of the c iv ic s h r i n e in the 
p r o c e s s i o n . The Guild of Corpus C h r i s t i a t no t ime con t ro l l ed the 
p r o c e s s i o n of Corpus C h r i s t i 5 but took p a r t in the p r o c e s s i o n along 
with the o ther gui lds of York . Yet t he i r r e l a t i o n s h i p to the feas t 
was a s p e c i a l one and in 1432 the ci ty acknowledged th i s by al lowing 
the guild to c a r r y the s h r i n e " s ingu l i s ann i s in fes to e i u s d e m 
c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " C l e a r l y , then, the p r o c e s s i o n was he ld on the 
day of the feas t in 1432. But a document conce rn ing the S a u c e -
m a k e r s and t h e i r pagean t of the hanging of Judas for the y e a r 1432 
m a k e s it equal ly c l e a r that the play was a l s o p e r f o r m e d on the day 
of the f eas t . The S a u c e m a k e r s a r e enjoined by the ci ty counci l to 
walk with t h e i r pagean t a s had been t h e i r c u s t o m "in die et ludo 
C o r p o r i s C h r i s t i . " ' F r o m these documen t s it is c l e a r tha t w h a t 
eve r happened be tween 1426 and 1431, by 1432 the play and the 
p r o c e s s i o n w e r e aga in taking p lace on the s a m e day. 

The ev idence for the next t h i r t y - s i x y e a r s s e e m s a l s o to point 
to the cont inuat ion of the p r o c e s s i o n and the play a s s e p a r a t e 
even ts on the s a m e day. T h e r e is a t l e a s t one r e c o r d conce rn ing 
s o m e a s p e c t of the Corpus C h r i s t i c e l e b r a t i o n for m o s t y e a r s 
du r ing t h i s pe r iod . The r e c o r d s a r e ma in ly c o n c e r n e d wi th two 
different p a y m e n t s , one m a d e by the m a y o r for the feas t which he 
he ld for h i s counci l and any v is i t ing d i g n i t a r i e s while they saw the 
play, and one m a d e by the M e r c e r s ' Guild for h i r ing m e n to c a r r y 
the t o r c h e s of the guild in the Corpus C h r i s t i p r o c e s s i o n . 
F o r t u n a t e l y , the r e c o r d s of both the ci ty and the M e r c e r s have 
s u r v i v e d for the y e a r s 1445, 1446, 1448, 1449, 1450 and 1451. 
T h e s e con f i rm that the play and the p r o c e s s i o n took p lace on the 
s a m e day. 

The en t ry r e c o r d i n g the expenses for the m a y o r ' s f ea s t in 
1445 is h e a d e d in the C h a m b e r l a i n s ' r o l l , " E x p e n s i s in fes to 
c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " The e n t r y in the M e r c e r s ' a ccoun t s for 1445 10 

is " I t em pa ide for be ryng of vj t o r c h e s apon co rpus c r i s t i day i j s . " 
In the C h a m b e r l a i n s ' book for 1446 the e x p e n s e s a r e r e c o r d e d for 
the m a y o r " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " 2 a n d in that y e a r the M e r c e r s 
a r e aga in paying 2s to have t h e i r t o r c h e s c a r r i e d "upon co rpus 
c r i s t i day. " 13 F u r t h e r c o r r o b o r a t i o n that the p lay was p e r f o r m e d 
on the day of the feas t c o m e s f r o m the wil l of Wi l l i am R e v e t o u r , 
da ted 1446, w h e r e it is r e c o r d e d that he left c e r t a i n p r o p e r t i e s to 
the G i r d l e r s ' Guild for t h e i r play " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " In 
1448, e x p e n s e s for the m a y o r a r e aga in noted " in festo c o r p o r i s 
c r i s t i " 1 5 and the M e r c e r s aga in pa id 2s for t h e i r t o r c h e s to be 
c a r r i e d "apon co rpus c r i s t i day. " "> The e n t r y in the 1449 
C h a m b e r l a i n s ' r o l l is aga in headed " E x p e n s i s in fes to c o r p o r i s 
c r i s t i " and in the body of the en t ry the s c r i b e speaks of the 
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17 d i g n i t a r i e s who w e r e p r e s e n t " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " The 
M e r c e r s kept t h e i r a ccoun t s for 1449 and 1450 t o g e t h e r and that 
en t ry r e a d s , " I t e m paide for b e r y n g e of vj t o r c h e s apon c o r p u s 
c r i s t i day be ij 3 e r e i i i j s . " F u r t h e r ev idence c o n c e r n i n g the 
p r o c e s s i o n for t h e s e y e a r s is found in the accoun t r o l l of the 
Corpus C h r i s t i Guild for 1449-1451 in which the m a s t e r s of the 
guild accoun t for four sh i l l ings spent for the c a r r y i n g of the c r o s s 
"ante p r o c e s s i o n e m in die c o r p o r i s c r i s t i p e r ij a n n o s . " 19 F i n a l l y , 
an en t ry in the C h a m b e r l a i n s ' book for 1451 r e c o r d s the sum of 55s 
l | d paid " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " 2 0 for the m a y o r ' s e x p e n s e s . 

T h e r e is a l s o ev idence of a s l ight ly di f ferent kind to ind ica te 
that in the y e a r 1443 the play and the p r o c e s s i o n w e r e he ld on the 
s a m e day. The M e r c e r s ' o r d i n a n c e conce rn ing t h e i r pagean t 
m a s t e r s for that y e a r i m p l i e s that the play was p e r f o r m e d on the 
day of the feas t s ince the pagean t g e a r was to be r e t u r n e d "wi th in 
iiij days next a f t e r c o r p u s c r i s t i day. " A l s o in 1443, the M e r c e r s 
paid for t h e i r t o r c h e s to be c a r r i e d in the p r o c e s s i o n "on co rpus 
c r i s t i day . " 2 2 In that y e a r a s we l l the M a r s h a l l s and Smi th s p a s s e d 
a n o t h e r o r d i n a n c e r e in fo rc ing the injunct ion tha t the t o r c h e s of the 
gui lds w e r e to be c a r r i e d " in the p r o c e s s i o n upon C o r p u s C h r i s t i 
day. " 2 3 

The o the r r e c o r d s of th i s p e r i o d cannot be c r o s s - c h e c k e d 
b e c a u s e only one p iece of ev idence for each y e a r has s u r v i v e d . 
Howeve r , they , too , m a y sugges t that the p lay and the p r o c e s s i o n 
w e r e he ld on the s a m e day . In 1433 the c o r p o r a t i o n paid for the 
playing of the pageant of the Corona t i on of the V i r g i n 2 4 " in fes to 
c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " and a l s o paid for the r o o m f r o m which the m a y o r 
and h i s p a r t y saw the play and had t h e i r feas t tha t s a m e day -
"die p r e d i c t o . " 2 5 In 1437, 1439 and 1440, the M e r c e r s paid to have 
t h e i r t o r c h e s c a r r i e d in the p r o c e s s i o n "on c o r p u s c r i s t i day. " 2 6 

In 1453, the m a y o r ' s e x p e n s e s a r e aga in r e c o r d e d " in fes to c o r p o r i s 
c r i s t i " 2 7 a n d in 1454 the C h a m b e r l a i n s ' ro l l aga in no tes paymen t for 
the feas t " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " and for the pageant of the 

28 
C o r o n a t i o n of the Vi rg in tha t was p layed " e o d e m d ie . " In 1459 
and 1460 the M e r c e r s paid to have t h e i r t o r c h e s c a r r i e d " in 
p r o c e s s i o n e in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " 2 9 a n d the c o r r e s p o n d i n g en t ry 
for 1461 r e a d s " in p r o c e s s i o n e c o r p o r i s c r i s t i in fes to e i u s d e m . " 3 0 

In 1462, a pagean t m a s t e r s ' accoun t of the M e r c e r s ' Guild r e c o r d s 
e x p e n s e s i n c u r r e d in p rov id ing d r ink for the p l a y e r s of t h e i r 
D o o m s d a y pagean t "vpon c o r p u s c r i s t i day be be way. " 3 1 O the r 
e n t r i e s sugges t ing tha t the p lay was p layed on the day of the feas t 
o c c u r in the pagean t m a s t e r s ' a c c o u n t s for the y e a r s 1463, 1464 
and 1467. 3 2 The m a y o r ' s feas t was he ld "in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " 
in 1463. The M e r c e r s ' a ccoun t ro l l for 1466 spec i f i es that t h e i r 
t o r c h e s w e r e c a r r i e d " in pe feyst of co rpus c r i s t i . " 3 3 
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It s e e m s p r o b a b l e , then , tha t f r o m the y e a r 1432 unti l the y e a r 
1467, the p r o c e s s i o n and the p lay w e r e he ld on the s a m e day -
tha t is on the day of the feas t of Corpus C h r i s t i - j u s t a s they had 
been held on the s a m e day up to 1426. It is i m p o s s i b l e to say 
w h e t h e r o r not in the five y e a r s be tween 1426 and 1432 the c i ty 
counci l did indeed s e p a r a t e the two e v e n t s . F r o m the weight of 
the l a t e r ev idence it is unl ikely that the people of York e v e r did 
fulfil t h e i r p ious in tent ion when they a g r e e d to the s e p a r a t i o n in 
1426. 

In 1468 t h e r e a p p e a r s the f i r s t en t ry in the C h a m b e r l a i n s ' 
r o l l s r e c o r d i n g the paymen t by the ci ty for a s e r m o n p r e a c h e d on 
the day a f t e r C o r p u s C h r i s t i . The s u m of 3s 4d was pa id " c u i d e m 
f r a t r e Augus t ine p r e d i c a n t ! in c r a s t i n o d ic t i fes t i in cap i l lo e c c l e s i e 
C a t h e d r a l b e a t i p e t r i E b o r ' . " 3 4 It is c l e a r f r o m the M e r c e r s ' 
r o l l s and the r o l l s of the C o r p u s C h r i s t i Guild tha t have s u r v i v e d 
f r o m the s ix teen th cen tu ry that by tha t t i m e the p r o c e s s i o n was 
r e g u l a r l y he ld on the day a f t e r Corpus C h r i s t i 3 5 and f r o m the 
c iv ic r e c o r d s for the s a m e p e r i o d tha t the l a s t c iv ic event of tha t 
day was a s e r m o n p r e a c h e d in the c h a p t e r house of the M i n s t e r . ° 
The e n t r y r e c o r d i n g p a y m e n t for the s e r m o n in 1468 c o m e s in the 
r e g u l a r expense l is t for the m a y o r , which a l s o ind ica tes that he and 
h i s p a r t y had t h e i r c u s t o m a r y feas t while watching the play " in 
fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " 3 7 This is the f i r s t r e a l ev idence of two 
spec i a l even t s r e l a t e d to the c e l e b r a t i o n of Corpus C h r i s t i taking 
p l ace on two succeed ing d a y s . Suppor t ing ev idence for a change in 
the p a t t e r n of the Corpus C h r i s t i c e l e b r a t i o n s c o m e s f r o m the s u r 
viving F a b r i c r o l l s of the M i n s t e r . T h e s e r o l l s p rov ide a s ingle 
en t ry for offer ings " in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i " in the y e a r s 1433, 1434, 
1445-46 and 1457 . 3 8 H o w e v e r , the ro l l for 1469-70 no tes offer ings 
g iven on the vigi l of the f eas t , on the day of the feas t and the day 
a f t e r the f e a s t , 3 9 ind ica t ing for the f i r s t t i m e tha t s p e c i a l even t s 
which would b r i n g the people to the M i n s t e r w e r e he ld on m o r e 
than the s ingle day of the feas t . This d iv is ion a p p e a r s aga in in 
1473 and 1474. 4 0 In 1475 t h e r e is a second e n t r y in the c i ty r o l l s 
conce rn ing the s e r m o n which is now paid for "ex consue tud ine . " 

Af te r 1476 we have a m u c h c l e a r e r p i c t u r e of the even t s tha t 
took p l ace in York a t the t i m e of the f eas t . F r o m that y e a r the 
House Books which conta in the m i n u t e s of the ci ty counc i l have 
s u r v i v e d . 4 2 On May 3 1 , 1476, the counci l p a s s e d a f o r m a l 
o r d i n a n c e r e q u i r i n g the twelve a l d e r m e n and the twen ty - four 
m e m b e r s of the counc i l each to have one t o r c h c a r r i e d ' a n n u a t i m 
in p r o c e s s i o n e die v e n e r i s in C r a s t i n o [ i t a l i cs a d d e d ] C o r p o r i s 
c r i s t i " 4 3 upon pa in of forfei t ing for ty sh i l l ings to the c h a m b e r . 
In th is s a m e y e a r the M e r c e r s paid to have t h e i r t o r c h e s c a r r i e d 
" in c r a s t i n o [ i t a l i c s added J c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . " 
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It is c l e a r f r o m the subsequen t ev idence that af ter 1476, if 
not a f te r 1468, the play was p e r f o r m e d on the day of the feas t and 
the p r o c e s s i o n took p lace on the day af ter the feas t . In only one 
yea r be fo re 1548 6 was the p a t t e r n b r o k e n in the su rv iv ing docu 
m e n t s . In 1481 the M e r c e r s paid to have t h e i r t o r c h e s c a r r i e d 
"in fes to c o r p o r i s c r i s t i , "^ 7 and the M i n s t e r r o l l s indica te that 
al though t h e r e w e r e offer ings for the vigi l of the feas t and the day 
of the feas t nothing was con t r ibu ted on the day af te r the feas t . 
P e r h a p s th i s y e a r the counci l t r i e d to fulfil the mot ion p a s s e d by 
the i r p r e d e c e s s o r s fifty-five y e a r s e a r l i e r . The e x p e r i m e n t s e e m s 
to have found a s l i t t le favour in 1481 a s it had b e f o r e . In 1482 the 
p r o c e s s i o n was aga in being held "in c r a s t i n o c o r p o r i s c r i s t i . "49 

To a s s u m e that a f te r 1426 the York Corpus C h r i s t i P l a y took 
p lace on a d i f ferent day f r o m the p r o c e s s i o n of C o r p u s C h r i s t i is 
c l e a r l y inval id . D r . M a r g a r e t D o r r e l l ' s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the 
p r o c e s s i o n and play be fo re 1426 can t h e r e f o r e be a c c e p t e d a s a 
l ikely r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of the even ts a s they n o r m a l l y took p lace 
until 1468 a t the e a r l i e s t . 5 0 It is a l s o c l e a r f r o m the d o c u m e n t s 
I have b e e n d i s c u s s i n g that the p r o c e s s i o n and the play w e r e 
o rgan ized and paid for a s two s e p a r a t e events even when both took 
p lace on C o r p u s C h r i s t i day. The M e r c e r s ' a ccoun t s a lways 
d i s t ingu i sh b e t w e e n the e n t r i e s conce rn ing t h e i r t o r c h e s and the 
e n t r i e s conce rn ing t h e i r pageant of Doomsday . The M a r s h a l l s and 
Smi ths speak of t h e i r suppor t of t h e i r pagean t s and t h e i r b e a r i n g of 
t o r c h e s a s d i s t inc t ly s e p a r a t e a c t i v i t i e s . In t h e i r o r d i n a n c e s the 
t o r c h b e a r i n g is a s s o c i a t e d not with t he i r pagean t s but with the 
m a i n t e n a n c e of votive l ights in the M i n s t e r and e l s e w h e r e . No 
men t ion was m a d e of the play when the ci ty and the Guild of Corpus 
C h r i s t i e n t e r e d into t h e i r a g r e e m e n t conce rn ing the s h r i n e . No 
ment ion is eve r m a d e of the play in the r o l l s of the C o r p u s C h r i s t i 
Guild, a l though t h e r e a r e r e g u l a r e n t r i e s about the p r o c e s s i o n . 
On the b a s i s of the d o c u m e n t a r y ev idence , t h e r e f o r e , it can be 
s ta ted that unti l 1468 at the e a r l i e s t the p r o c e s s i o n of Corpus 
C h r i s t i and the play of C o r p u s C h r i s t i w e r e p robab ly two s e p a r a t e 
events taking p lace in the ci ty of York on the day of the feas t . 
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