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sixteenth centuries. It was one of twenty-four biblical plays that made up
the Chester Mystery Cycle. Each play told a different story, from Creation to
Doomsday, celebrating the history of salvation and encouraging the audience
to turn away from sin. The plays were staged on decorated wagons that
moved around the city, starting at the Abbey gates and stopping at various
places or ‘stations’ where each play would be performed.
The plays were produced and performed by trade guilds (professional
‘Waterleaders and Drawers of Dee’ – people who carted water from the River
Dee around the city - performed the Noah Play. We do not know who wrote
clerk.
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The plays were performed every few years but less so after the Reformation,
due to a change in tastes and their earlier association with Catholicism.
However, in 1531, William Newhall, the City’s Clerk, continued to describe
the plays’ purpose, “to exhort the minds of the common people to good
devotion and wholesome doctrine thereof but also for the commonwealth and
prosperity of this city”. The last recorded performance of the complete cycle
was in 1575.

to rise. Mrs Noah still doesn’t want to go, but her family drag her on to the
boat and she is forced to bid farewell to her friends. Noah welcomes his wife
comedy into these scenes; Mrs Noah’s reluctance to get on the boat and leave

The play begins as God tells Noah that he is unhappy with the world, and
that he is hurt and angry that people do not follow his laws. He tells Noah
to build a boat – and even gives him the exact measurements! Noah agrees
to do what God has told him and he calls his sons Shem, Ham and Japhet to
start collecting tools and building materials to build the ark. Their wives also
volunteer to help. Noah’s wife says that she will carry some small pieces of
wood as women are too weak to do anything complicated! But does she really
mean this?
Noah begins to build the ark with help from his family. Noah tells Mrs Noah
that eventually they will have to live in the boat and Mrs Noah says she’d
rather not. God then speaks to Noah again and tells him which animals
to take with him into the ark. Noah’s sons and daughters-in-law herd the
animals on to the ark. Mrs Noah will not come in, even though Noah warns
her she will drown. Mrs Noah tells her husband to sail away – she does not
want to leave her friends, which she refers to as her ‘gossips’.

Mrs Noah as a disobedient wife was in keeping with the medieval period,
although it seems very sexist today!

the reconciliation between Mr and Mrs Noah. Noah then closes the window
of the ark and the family begins to sail away. After forty days Noah opens the
window and sends out a raven to look for dry land. He then sends out a dove,
which returns with an olive branch - a sign of peace. The water then recedes
fully and Noah and his family leave the ark. God tells Noah he is pleased with
him and places a rainbow in the sky. God says that the rainbow is a symbol
of reconciliation, and he then gives his blessing to Noah - and the audience –
calling them his ‘darling dere’ (dearly beloved).

The wagon on which the play was performed could
have been designed to look like a ship, or a basic
wagon could have been transformed into the ark as
Noah names the different parts of a ship – staging
could perhaps be added or revealed, ending with the
raising of the sail. The play places a lot of emphasis
on the ark’s construction by listing tools, techniques
of ship building, and parts of the ship. The play
celebrates the power of hard work, which is in
keeping with the fact that the play was produced by
a trade guild.
The staging would have been very colourful and the
directions tell us that animals were painted on boards:
“And on the boards all beasts and fowls hereafter
rehearsed must be painted so that their words may agree
with the pictures.” The animals also go on to the ark in
order of importance to humankind. The medieval world
was based on a hierarchal order that started with God,
then humans, then animals. Lions and the leopards are the
coats of arms as symbols of power. The animals go onto the
ark in groups based on their importance and usefulness to
humankind. Rats, mice and birds are the last on the ark.

The play may also have used a real dove as well as a prop:
“Then he shall send forth a dove; and there shall be in the
ship another dove carrying an olive branch in its beak,
which someone shall send from the mast by a rope into
Noah’s hands”.

the clouds, if it may be”. This could mean Chester’s famous
Rows – perhaps God would be amongst the crowds already
stood up there for a better view!
God also raises a rainbow which could have been
made from fabric or painted onto a board. The
rainbow is God’s covenant or promise that he will
protect humankind. God says that the rainbow is
shaped like a bow (as in bow and arrow) and that
“The string is turned towards you/and
towards me is bent the bow/that such weather shall
never show”, ending the play on a very cheerful note.
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