Morris Dancing  -  

A Very English Tradition
All countries have their own traditional dances, folk songs and stories. In the British Isles the dances of Scotland and Ireland are world renown and other countries throughout Europe have their own style of dancing.

So Morris Dancing is our  (England’s ) traditional dance and the dances are often closely linked to traditional songs and tunes. 

The Early History of the Dance. – 

The East Anglian connection

There has been much research undertaken to discover the source of the dance and East Anglia features in the earliest references. 

The earliest known reference to Morris Dancing is on 31st October 1448 ( the twenty seventh year of the reign of Henry VI ) . The inventories for Caistor Castle, Norfolk make reference to a tapestry depicting a Morris dance. It was referred to as a Morysk Daunce.
Previous to this discovery the earliest reference was in the will of Alice Wetenhale, a widow from Bury St Edmunds. Her will of 1458 stated “ I leave to my daughter Catherine….3 silver cups, sculpted with a Moreys daunce, with one lid for them…”   

Other references……

There are many early pictorial  representation of Morris dancing

One such example is shown in the Betley Window, a picture of which is shown elsewhere in this exhibition 

Betley is a village in Staffordshire, England, where the original window was installed.

In the mid-seventeenth century, the notion that the morris dance was introduced into this country from Spain took hold, with a connection to the Spanish Morisco - hence the name “Morris” or moorish dance. There are in fact traditional Spanish dances with dancers wearing bells and carrying sticks. 

The dance was very much a country tradition and in Elizabethan times the Morris Dance and indeed every other kind of country festivity, may be said to have reached the zenith of popularity. There are references to the dance tradition in Shakespeare’s plays and the story of Will Kemp’s dance from London to Norwich is an historical fact ( see details elsewhere ) 

There is little documented  throughout the late 18th and 19th century no doubt due to the impact of the chilling austerity of the Puritan period. The puritans said that they "like nothing; no state, no sex; music, dancing, etc., unlawful even in kings; no kind of recreation, no entertainment, -no, not so much as hawking; all are damned."  Thus England nearly lost this dance tradition.
By the end of the late 1800s so much had been lost but interested collectors such as Percy Manning from Oxford, persuaded members of the old dancers from Headington village ( now a suburb of Oxford ) to start dancing again. The result was a public performance on the 15th March 1899 at the Oxford Corn Exchange. This revived the dancers enthusiasm, especially since they felt that they could earn some money through their dancing.  Then came a chance meeting with a man called Cecil Sharp which led  to what is known as the “ Morris Revival ”

The ‘ Sharp ’ incident
Cecil Sharp was a musician and his family spent Christmas in 1899 with his wife's mother about a mile east of Oxford. On Boxing Day, as he was looking out of the window, upon the snow-covered drive, eight men appeared dressed in white, decorated with ribbons, and wearing pads of small latten-bells strapped to their shins. They carried coloured sticks and white handkerchiefs and were accompanied by a concertina-player and a man dressed as a 'Fool'. The men formed up in front of the house and danced. 

They danced in the Headington tradition they The dance they performed performed was 'Laudnum Bunches', a handkerchief dance. 

Sharp became interested and from that event he travelled the length and breadth of England in search of the dances and their associated tunes. He tracked down dancers and musicians and recorded their memories of the dances.

The story continues when a request came to Sharp for songs suitable for a club of working girls - the Esperance Club in Cumberland Market, St Pancras. The club was led by Mary Neal  and in 1910 she published her Esperance Morris Book, and the Esperance Morris Guild was formed. The guild lasted until 1914 when it lapsed, but before this, in 1911, The English Folk Dance and Song Society ( EFDSS )was formed.

The 1914/18 war took its toll and many of the revival dancers lost their lives but enthusiasm and interest was not quenched and the dance was promoted by EFDSS in the late 1920's. A number of revival Morris clubs came into being to support the few traditional teams still dancing. 

These clubs were to form the Morris Ring which exists to this day 

