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Performances by the Friends' Theater Group: 

The Tryal of William Penn and William Meade 

by Andrew Mills 

. Since September 1994, the Friends Theater Group has 

performed the play The Tryal of William Penn and William 

Meade fourteen times with warm acclaim from audiences. 

The Group constitutes one of the outreach activities of the 

Fellowship of Quaker Artists, which was formed in 1992-93 by 

artists and performers of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. Its first 

two plays were DylanThomas's A Child's Christmas in 

Wales, performed in December 1992, and Margaret Hope 

Bacon's The Night They Burned Pennsylvania Hall, depicting 

an exciting series of events in the life of Lucretia Mott, 

performed in the fall of 1993. 

Then in 1994 the Friends Theater Group undertook to perform The Tryal of William Penn 

and William Meade.; 

The play depicts the historical trial of William Penn and fellow Quaker William Meade in 

London in 1670. In the trial, the Recorder of London and the Lord Chief Justice applied 

enormous pressure on the jurors to get them to pronounce a verdict of "guilty" on both Penn 

and Meade for creating an "unlawful assembly" of Quakers at a street meeting which the 

court said had led to a "tumult." But the jury persisted in their view that Penn and Meade 

were not guilty of creating a tumult. In desperation, the Lord Chief Justice required that all 

the jurors be kept in the "hole" for three days and nights without food, water or even a 

chamber pot. Still the jury did not yield, and so they were thrown in jail again and fined to 

boot. The result of the jury's steadfastness was that the British Parliament passed a definitive 

statement which thenceforth protected the independence of juries, specifying as it did that 

the practice of fining or imprisoning jurors for verdicts was illegal. 

The play is directed by Mary DeAngelis of Trenton (NJ) Meeting. Mary and Margo Gulati, 

of Rancocas (NJ) Meeting, created it from the writings of early Friends and other 

Restoration figures. The actors include amateurs—-Friends and members of other 

denominations—and four professional actors. Two Friends from Trenton Meeting, Rebecca 

Erickson and Martha Tate, were enlisted to make the costumes. Doris Pulone of Mt. Holly 
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(NJ) Meeting has served as coordinator and business manager, as well as taking a role in the 

play. 

The Tryal of William Penn and William Meade is designed for audience participation. Eleven 

of the twelve jurors are selected from the audience just before the play begins. The director 

gives the volunteer jurors basic instructions as soon as they are seated, and in the process 

gives them, and the audience, an introduction to the play's historic background. 

The play is designed to be performed in period courtrooms and meetinghouses. It requires no 

sets; the historic site itself is the site. It is intended to be performed without lighting or 

amplification of sound. 

The Tryal of William Penn and William Meade was first performed at the Community 

College of Philadelphia on September 28, 1994. Subsequent performances were given at the 

Reading, Mount Holly, and Central Philadelphia meetinghouses; the old courthouses in 

Dover and Georgetown, Delaware; the Media- Providence Friends School, the Wilmington 

Friends School, and the Quakertown (NJ) Monthly Meeting. In October 1995, a shortened 

version was performed for the Pendle Hill General Board Meeting at Pendle Hill. A 

performance is planned in Chester County next fall. 

Many Friends and non-Friends have been enthusiastic about the performances. A minute 

from Crosswicks (NJ) Monthly Meeting noted that on December 3, 1994, "over 200 people 

occupied our Meeting- house...to attend both the Tryal and the English Tea following. A 

waiting list was necessary, since we sold out two weeks in advance. We...[have] received 

several inquiries for attendance and membership as a result." Robert McKim wrote 

concerning the performance in Dover, Delaware: "From writer to director, cast to supportive 

staff, you have attained a marked success in fulfilling your hope to enrich at least this 

community. Your investment provided an afternoon of entertainment and fun while 

conveying an episode of history that continues to impact the lives of each of us here after 

three centuries. So, thank you—profoundly—for all of that!" 

The Friends Theater Group welcomes opportunities to present the play again at other 

meeting houses and historic buildings in the area. Interested parties may contact Mary 

DeAngelis for information. 
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