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1951 and the Mystery Plays

• Background – start in 1949

• Festival of Britain

• York chosen as one of the Festival Hubs

• Many events taking place

• Preparations for the Plays – publicity, the stage

• Performances and behind the scenes



Cuttings Christmas 1949
Director Keith Thomson named 
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Choice made in 1949
Fortunate to have cuttings from 
the family of Keith Thomson, 
artistic director of the whole 
Festival.  

Deputy Director: Hans Hess, 
Director of the Art Gallery, 
shown here.

He was the Deputy Artistic 
Director of the 1951 Festival. 
Later on he was the Artistic 
Director.

4



Exhibitions prepared

Hans Hess with the Princess 
Royal.  ‘She opened an 
exhibition at York Art Gallery 
of masterpieces from famous 
Yorkshire houses, among them 
pictures from her own home of 
Harewood. She became the 
Gallery’s first royal visitor 
when it had risen from the 
ashes more beautiful than 
before.’
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Archbishop of Canterbury, July 1950 

The chief and governing purpose of the Festival is to declare our belief and trust in 
the British way of life, not with any boastful self-confidence nor with any 
aggressive self-advertisement, but with sober and humble trust that by holding 
fast to that which is good and rejecting from our midst that which is evil we may 
continue to be a nation at unity in itself and of service to the world. 

Quoted in The Festival of Britain 1951, the official guide to the Festival



Housing

•More than 400 houses in villages around the 
city have been offered to put up overseas 
visitors, free.  A grand gesture.

• But York realises a proud past can be made 
only by looking into the future.  To mark the 
Festival two modern blocks of flats are being 
specially built.  

January 1951 York Press
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Built 1951 - Festival Flats, Fishergate 
(also Castlegate flats, next to St Mary’s)
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Left: Fishergate, Right: Castlegate
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South Bank 
Exhibition
Catalogue

Sold for 2 shillings and 6 pence
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York chose usual heraldry for its 1950 advance 
leaflet
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Many events  
happening 
in York
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Big Festival Plans 
Yorkshire Evening Press January 1951 
One of the most colourful social events in Yorkshire will 
be a masked Georgian Ball in York Assembly Rooms, 
first used in 1732 and now being renovated for the 
Festival. 

Descendants of the original subscribers to the Assembly 
Rooms are being traced.  They will be invited to this 
fancy dress ball and will see a performance of the 
minuet performed again in a hall that has seen it many 
times.  Already 250 descendants, many of them living in 
Yorkshire, have been traced.
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Inside York Assembly Rooms
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Peacocks arrive in Museum Gardens 
where Plays staged
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Sunday 3 June -Minster service to open the  
Festival 



CHURCH TAUGHT FREEDOM TO 
NATION

British character… the balance of law and freedom….the progress 

and regress of the last century – these were the themes running 

through the address with which the Archbishop of York (Dr Cyril 

Garbett) speaking from the pulpit of the Minster yesterday, 

bestowed his blessing on the city’s Festival Fortnight.

“Humility and meekness are not our national virtues. But we 

have a deep respect for honesty and straightforwardness, a 

natural kindliness, humour, love of courage and adventure.”

There were causes for heartfelt thanksgiving: the awakening of 

the social conscience of the nation, with its determination to 

remove poverty, bad housing and ignorance.  “It is most fitting 

that the opening of the Festival of York should take place in the 

Minster”.



York Minster 

Hallé Orchestra on 7, 8 and 9 
June, with Sir John Barbirolli

Yorkshire Symphony Orchestra 
12 June, with Maurice Miles and 
organist Francis Jackson

But “The audience will understand 
that in a cathedral church there can be 
NO APPLAUSE.  Should, however, 
they wish to express their appreciation 
in this customary manner at the end of 
the performance, the Conductor and 
artists have been asked to appear outside 
the South Door at the top of the steps”

Mystery Plays too! 

“In view of the nature of the subject 
of the Plays, it is expected that the 
audience will not wish to applaud.”
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Sophisticated musical events.  (11am start)

19



Rialto, Fishergate, switched between film & 
music
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Actors from the plays read poetry 
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Rail Show links past and present

‘The exhibition gives the 
visitor the chance to see 
how his great, great 
grandparents travelled by 
rail… and a peep at the 
coaches used by royalty 
past and present.’   (The 
National Railway Museum 
opened in York in 1975.) 



Private Enterprise joined in



Theatre Royal celebrates George Hudson 
this week



York Theatre Royal celebrates 1066 with 
an augmented orchestra



Business joined in! 



Moving on to the Mystery Plays, from archive 
material (www.yorkmysteryplays.org)

Preparations of many kinds.

Canon Purvis prepared script from an 

English text of about 1430, first transcribed into 
text in 1884.

Next slide is the first programme, reproducing a 
page, showing the difficult text
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The Progra
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Mr Pickering’s set is underway
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1951 was a different world. 
The volunteer Stage Director’s problem
“Mr Pickering is a district meat agent for the Ministry 
of Food….has been designing scenery for York 
Settlement Players for more than 20 years and has also 
designed sets for the Rowntree Players.

The question of materials threatened to hold up the 
building of the set as certain suitable types of wood 
are on permit.  But a lot of wood is on loan and has 
been cut as little as possible so it can be returned to 
the owners in the same condition as it was received.”
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More preparations
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Pre-publicity:

Miss Joyce Rankine has been 
chosen for Eve because of her 
‘good looks, voice and acting 
ability’  Here she is in the 
leather costume which she will 
wear in the plays
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Pre-publicity – fake scene, fake Jesus
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The four sets and the seating
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The stand

• Since I prepared these pictures, I have been volunteering in 
York Explore, cataloguing CYC engineers and architects 
drawings.

• CYC engineers designed and contracted for the stands, their 
plans and sketches are in the City Archives. They are really 
interesting – and can be inspected.

• In 1960s the sets became more elaborate and CYC designed 
staircases for the actors up through the walls of the Abbey. 
There is a beautiful detailed drawing of that wall.
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Four sets along the grass: stable, temple, palace, Hell
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The Herald announces events. Mounted 
policeman.
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The Performance, 
or a dress rehearsal. 
Eve in her leather 
costume.  Satan 
(John van Eyssen) 
tempts her.
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left - pre-publicity; right – actual. 
“Obviously, the Tile-makers play- the 
scourging – cannot be presented.”
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Jesus’  Ministry – healing 
the Blind Man
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Ministry: Lazarus (right:1954)
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Caiaphas the Jew 
approaches Jesus 
with bad intentions 
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Betrayal and death
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Anonymous Christ – a sensitive role
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The Daily 
Express ‘outs’ 
Joseph O’Conor
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Eileen Skaife donated her scrapbooks with 
this pass
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Behind the scenes

Joseph (Leonard Pickering)

James (Hardo Milner)

Blind man (Donald Barlow)

Citizen (Eileen Skaife)

Poor woman (Lilian Pickering)
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God at rest – God in action
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Archangel Michael with angels: spot Judith?
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York Settlement 
Community Players

Adam at left 

54



Behind the scenes: Jesus & gatekeeper; Satan
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Behind the scenes: citizens,
the Beadle
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Citizens;  Pilate
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Left: Martha      Right: James
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July 1951 Dalesman
The highlight of York’s contribution to 
the Festival came last month with the 
revival of the medieval mystery 
plays. These enjoyed a well-deserved 
success and set a high dramatic 
standard.

In August visitors to Helmsley are to be 
treated to Helmsley Festival Play 1951 
… in the grounds of the Castle… music 
has been written by Rev Austin Rennick
of Ampleforth Abbey and the narrator 
will be Robert Speaight the actor.

The famous riding school at Hovingham
Hall will be the setting for a musical 
festival from 27 – 29 July

At Haworth a Bronte Festival….at 
Bedale a pageant……. Festivities at 
Bolton Castle.



New Years Honours 1952

• Arthur Rymer, Chairman of 
York Festival Society, OBE

• Keith Thomson, Artistic 
Director, MBE

• E Martin Browne, producer of 
the Plays, CBE

• 80 people connected with the Festival in 
that Honours List, mostly London



www.yorkmysteryplays.org
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http://www.yorkmysteryplays.org/

