New trends on medieval theatre in Poland

The origins of Polish medieval theatre are doubtless full of unexplained places,
motifs and riddles. Moreover the Polish research of medieval theatre barely began in the
19" Century. I should emphasize that a great amount of manuscripts was lost during the
IT World War. All these factors have influenced Polish research. Despite these
unfortunate circumstances researchers have tried to apply some newer methods.

I feel the need to describe in a very short way the first period of Polish studies on
medieval theatre. The first researcher to be mentioned should be Stanistaw
Windakiewicz, who worked intensely on sources and was able to give a brief
description of the late medieval Polish stage and acting. But his papers present first of
all the “pure” description, without any attemps to interpret the examinated sources'. We
should remember, that 19" Century was an epoche of positivism and the humanities
should have been treated like sciences. Furthermore the works of Windakiewicz were
the first relatively well-documented studies on medieval theatre and they should invoke
some questions.

Unfortunately for the next step of research we had to wait almost fifty years. After
the II World War the most important task was the preservation and catalogue of existing
manuscripts. Investigations showed clearly not only how many sources were lost, but
also helped to describe the remaining manuscripts. In this period the scientists attempted
for the first time to divide the corpus of sources into clearly defined groups. A few years
later one of the first researchers Zenon Modzelewski, examined the aesthetic values of
Visitatio Sepulchri. His paper® for many years remained an unreachable pattern for the
next generations of Polish scholars. Modzelewski not only precisely described each
form of Processio in Ramis Palmarum, showing how a little change affected the whole

performance, but also he suggested the doubtless existence of similarities between
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medieval theatre and so called “epic theatre” by Brecht’.

In fact the structure of liturgical drama is based not on a dramatic sequence, but it
depicts the narrative story founded on the Holy Script. Because of this feature the
combining of particular scenes is similar to narration about historical facts. I would like
to emphasize this statement, because the contemporary studies are based on this
phenomenon. I will resume to it in the later part of my paper.

In the sixties Julian Lewanski, who undertook long years of research and whose
papers are still inspiring not only for Polish scholars, published a monograph of main
genres of medieval theatre®. In a preface he divided all performances into separate
structures, according to a particular semiotic system. As a result it is possible to describe
each sign-system individually and in this way to put a border on various genres. I
suppose that it is necessary to recall these particular semiotic systems. The first of them
presents a combination of language and intonation, the second is combined with music
and vocal and lastly the third consists of space and fine arts forms’. This attempt makes
it possible to describe each genre using a category heterogeneity vs. homogeneity, which
allows us to characterize not only a single performance, but also a whole group of them
or a separate genre.

Moreover using this procedure allows us to build a diagram, which presents
specific relationships between various medieval theatrical forms. For example the
miracle play is the opposite of the liturgical drama, because the first form has a
completely heterogeneous structure and the second homogeneous®. I would like to recall
a very complicated semiotic system of the play consisting of voice, music, gesture,
vocal and scenery. All mentioned factors can be mutual amplified or reduced. A quite
different situation can be found in the liturgical drama, in which all systems build a
harmony’.

Theoretically each of the described media can be analysed separately. Though
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there are many inconveniences, sometimes this method is extremely profitable. As a
clear evidence I would summarize an analysis made by Julian Lewanski of one
particular and specially interesting small change in Visitatio Sepulchri playing in
Poznan in the beginning 16" Century®. According to rubrics, instead of Apostles
running to Jesus Christ's tomb, the spectators can hear an antyphony, which contains
only a story about Peter and John running. But the lack of one element, which was
replaced by another, generates new and unexpected difficulties for the rest of play. In all
“standard” versions of Visitatio Sepulchri a shroud and a canvas were thrown from the
tomb by the Apostles. The author of our adaptation — who was a bishop of Poznan Jan
Latalski — used for this task angels appearing in the tomb. Angels announce the fact of
Jesu's resurrection and they present as evidence the shroud and the canvas lying in the
empty tomb.

An apparently small change results in a completely new communication between
the stage and the audience. The spectators from medieval Poznan became a part of
Jerusalem's inhabitans and the angels are announcing not only for witnesses living in the
time of Jesus, but also for a whole audience living many centuries later. The “double
communication” typical for liturgical drama was in this particular case extremely
intensified’.

The distinction between homogeneous and heterogeneous forms could be
combined with the category of perspective, which means the existing points of view of
persons acting on stage. As well to the perspective belongs a real point of view of an
audience and point of view which has been intended by an author'®. Considering various
perspectives we can differentiate an open from a closed form of play. The last one

contains only a polyperspective and due to this feauture does not include any signal
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making encoding easier for an audience. It seems to me necessary to remind that a very
similar situation in the literary work was described many years ago by Polish literary
scholar Roman Ingarden and some decades later by Wolfgang Iser'.

By using both methods we can build a system consisting of particular signs, and
in relatively easy way analyse how the structure of drama is presented (narrated) on the
stage. This procedure is similar to an analysis of the structure of a written text widely
practised in textual linguistics'?. As a result the researcher obtained a precisely depicted
structure and noticed how particular systems are fuctioning in this complex structure.
Unfortunately the described procedure is easier to characterize than introduce in every
day practice. It still remains rather the theoretical model than useful tool.

In the early nineties I have examined an acting in old-Polish liturgical drama and
miracle play, analyzing as well the main text as rubrics to recognize some basic parts of
a communication between stage and audience'’. Based on my own experiences I can
state that any adaptation of mentioned model to a real existing medieval text is followed
with many difficulties. Using computer terminology it is possible to talk about “partial
compatibility”. The researcher must relatively often resign from sophisticated tools and
choose a traditional descriptive model of analysis.

Despite only partial fruitful results scholars explore deeper and more carefully
each text of plays and examine its inner structure. In fact this intrinsic procedure is
followed by an extrinsic research, which is focused on an audience. This kind of study
has in Poland a relatively long tradition. The first conclusions were formulated by the
above-mentioned Stanistaw Windakiewicz'¥, who found in Krakow archives a record
about financial support given by the city Kazimierz for /udus pascalis in 1377. Various

levels and groups of an audience were analysed by Julian Lewanski, especially
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concentrating on people watching the elegiac comedies'.

This genre was and still is a subject of discussing, because the scientists can not
agree, if it was presented on the stage or only existed as a literary work'®. With this
unclear and unexplained state is joined an additional question about a possible audience.
Because all texts of elegiac comedies were written in a very correct Latin, automatically
the audience was much more educated and closer than an audience of the liturgical
drama or the miracle plays. This conclusion lets us search for spectators in the elite of
medieval society. Fortunately the members of this high level quite often created
written sources, which can be useful for our research. As a perfect example I would like
to mention a record in a book of reports of Wroctaw chapter, in which is preserved a
“review” of Plautus and Terentius comedies directed by Laurentius Corvinus'’.

But we know not only this testimony: In 1451 at Cracow University Adam
Grzymata z Poznania (from Poznan) gave an academic lecture about comedy, theatre
and the basic features of the stage. As a base he used a text of Poliscena written
probably by Leonardo Bruni. For scholars the most interesting and most valuable is a
commentary given by a medieval professor. It allows us to reconstruct a “theatrical
consciousness” among the Polish intellectual elite in the late Middle Ages. It is striking
that Polish opinions were very similar to judgements formulating in Europe. It is a clear
evidence of vital relationship between Poland and Western Europe'®.

Andrzej Dabrowka did completely new research”. It was he tried to find in
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medieval religious plays a reflection of religious consciousness. This hypotheses is not
only surprising for many researchers, but also it presents each play in quite a different
light. The performance is no longer an evidence of rich liturgy, but a testimony of
human devotion. The miracle play should retain all basic truth of the faith. Moreover he
introduced the name “recapitulation play”, which presents the principal lecture on a sin
and a redemption. Wide intellectual horizons, a perfect recognizing of the Dutch stage,
which was extremely important for the development of medieval theatre and
philological accuracy — all these factors belong to the inevitable advantages of the
mentioned book. Before the publication of this work Polish researchers were mainly
focused on particular Polish problems. On the other hand Andrze; Dabrowka
introduced universal questions to Polish studies. I feel the necessity to add that this book
invoked a vital discussion among Polish scholars.

Another new branch in Polish research presents a study about the “borderland”
between theatre and other arts. This kind of analysis is related to the multimedial nature
of each theatrical performance®. The scholars representing various academic areas and
various main fields of their studies, in a team which had existed for only a few months,
are trying to find and analyse such artistic forms which really belong to two different
media. The struggle of this team is focused not only on traditional research fields like
fine arts (sculpture, painting), music and songs, which are closely related to
performance, but also take into consideration intellectual cultures (written texts) and
social events and ceremonies?'. It should be emphasized, that a research of social events
and ceremonies as a semi-theatrical performances was intensely done in seventies and
eighties by Polish historians. They examined king's funerals and coronations and

religious processions (e. g. Corpus-Christi Day)* suggesting semi-dramatic feautures of
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these forms. This case seems to be very similar to the origins of Spanish auto
sacramental plays, which combined a devotion, a religion and a fiesta with acting®.

A quite different trend is presented in the examination of sources based on its
inner textual structure. The chosen procedure allows us to recognize similarities
between various forms of literacy. Particulary fruitful have been studies about medieval
chronicles. A quite long time ago the literary scholars noticed that narration in chronicle
is very vital, dynamic and colourful. These features resulted into the possibility of
dividing the text into a dialog or even a staging. But this kind of research is based only
on the analysis of “surface structure”. The scholars were not interested in the “semantic
level” or even the deep structure, which presents “a level of the organization of
utterance™.

In my opinion the examinition of this deeper structure can explain to us some
misunderstood or “difficult” places in a text and show the parts containing a “hidden”
theatricality. A specific organization of a text can be also an evidence of possible
dramatic character. This kind of research should very precisely examine the semiotic
value of words used. Moreover a privileged status of some verbs related to utterance can
be proof of the dramatic feature of written texts. A very similar role is played by
personal pronouns and speeches adressed to another (often precisely defined) person,
which could be treated as dialog on a stage. It seems necessary to recall an idea of
performatives formulated by Austin®.

The next useful tool presents an idea of “projected performer™ formulated by a

famous Polish literary scholar Jerzy Ziomek. Some narrative texts are composed like a
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semi-dramatic or even full-dramatic texts. An idea of “hidden” theatricality must have
previously existed in the author's mind and as a result of chosen narrative strategies, a
non-dramatic text can exist like a text for stage. The traces of this author's intention are
contained in deeper structures of literary work. Certainly the traces mentioned above
belong to a phenomenon of orality, which was carefully analysed by Walter J. Ong® and
in Polish literature by Teresa Michatowska®. Using the various methods described
allows us to find out elements typical for a stage in “pure” narrative texts like
chronicles™.

In the last years not only scholars are trying to use new techniques and methods;
some Polish directors who are undertaking a stage production did not observe the
traditional rules of medieval dramas at all. As a splendid example I would like to
mention a staging of Historyja o Chwalebnym Zmartwychwstaniu Panskim — a famous
play written by Mikolaj z Wilkowiecka®', directed by Piotr Cieplak in Teatr
Wspdlczesny in Wroctaw in 19932, The scenery of this staging is semi-contemporary
and semi-imaginative. The costumes mainly coming from our contemporary time and
the music following the performance was played partially on electronic instruments. But
this staging deserves attention in a separate paper.

To sum up I hope that the coming years will create for us some opportunities for

new and inspiring research.

Piotr Bering

Adam-Mickiewicz-University Poznan
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