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Preface


This book had its genesis in the early 1980s, after I had done a few years’ research into the history of the morris dance and realized how little was known. I was aware that gathering the evidence would be a long-term project, so I set a target date for myself of 1999, to celebrate the centenary of Cecil Sharp’s meeting with the Headington Quarry Morris Dancers. Looking back, I realize what a meagre book that would have been, not just because I was ignorant of so much of the history but because in the interim the sources available to the would-be historian have multiplied many times over.


The first boost came when I found that John Forrest of the State University of New York was engaged on a similar exercise in researching early records of the dance, and we joined forces to assemble a corpus of primary source material for the period to 1750, several times larger than any previous research resource. The result of that was our chronological classified listing Annals of Early Morris, published by the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language in association with the Morris Ring in 1991; and an accompanying article, ‘Charting Early Morris’, in the 1991 issue of Folk Music Journal. These listed all the references to morris dancing that we could find up to the year 1750 and drew some preliminary conclusions. John Forrest published a book based on the research, The History of Morris Dancing, 1458-1750, in 1999. Since our joint work I have continued to accumulate references and that research corpus has increased from 851 listings in Annals to 1,444 for the same time period today.


A second boost came from the indefatigable researchers of the Records of Early English Drama team based in Toronto, aiming to gather all the primary source material up to 1642 relating not just to drama, but to performance and entertainment in general and including morris dancing. Forrest and I wrote in Annals (p. vii) of their extreme generosity both collectively and individually in sharing not just their published but many of their unpublished resources with us. That kindness has continued and contributed to the present work.


The third boost has been the explosion in the digitization of early texts. I have been able to make use of these primarily through the digital collections made available by and through my lifetime employer until retirement, the Bodleian Libraries. To have such a repository of physical resources literally surrounding me in my work has been an enormous privilege, but the digital dimension has transformed the ways in which we can access and research such material not just in one repository but worldwide. The response by publishers to the coronavirus pandemic had the unanticipated but welcome effect that significantly more resources were made available online to counter the difficulties in visiting libraries physically.


The Vaughan Williams Memorial Library of the English Folk Dance and Song Society is the nation’s primary repository for folk music and dance, and I must pay especial tribute to successive generations of its staff. The library’s initiative in digitizing not just a significant proportion of its own archival holdings but working with others across the globe to produce an unparalleled digital resource for folk-music scholarship has saved me a lifetime of travel.


My thanks go to all those mentioned above, but there are many other colleagues and friends who have been generous in their help over the years, and institutions visited whose custodians have invariably been helpful. The help has been provided over so many years that sadly some of them are no longer with us to receive my thanks personally. I thank the late Gordon Ashman, David Atkinson, Julia Bishop, Pruw Boswell, Elaine Bradtke, Duncan Broomhead, Theresa Buckland, the late Christopher Cawte, Bernie Cherry, the late Roy Dommett, Dave Evans, Vic Gammon, the late Bob Grant, John Jenner, Alison Jewitt, Alice Little, Chloe Middleton-Metcalfe, Chris Rose, Steve Roud, Steve Rowley, Ian Russell, Derek Schofield, Ron Shuttleworth, Paul Smith, Roy Smith, Garry Stringfellow, Barbara Tearle, Jennifer Thorp, Jameson Wooders and Lucy Wright; Chris Wildridge and Pete de Courcy for access to the Morris Ring’s archives, and Roger Bryant and Velson Horie, in particular for access to the Manchester Morris Men’s archives. (In so far as it resides with them, copyright in Manchester Morris Men’s archives is retained by the Manchester Morris Men but free and unlimited access is allowed under a Creative Commons 4.0 BY-SA licence.) Taro Kobayashi kindly transcribed lute, guitar and viol tablatures into stave notation for me.


There are two people in particular to whom I owe a special debt, and in acknowledging this I do not in any way intend to diminish my appreciation of the help and friendship of others. The first is Keith Chandler, who has been a constant friend and inspiration for over 40 years. His ground-breaking research into the morris of the south midlands showed me what could be done to investigate and shed light on what I had previously thought to be intractable and unknowable. His unfailing geniality and generosity have been unbounded. The other is the late Roy Judge. Roy was the very model of the meticulous researcher, and I was fortunate enough to work closely with him on many an occasion. He had the additional gift of a strong sense of narrative, being able to weave a convincing and coherent account from refractory sources. More than once I had the benefit of his wise advice and he taught me much about research and writing. This was coupled with an irenic disposition which brought out the best in everybody who encountered him in his researches. I am hugely indebted to both of these gentlemen.


My son Ben has provided very practical help in bringing this book to market.


Last, but not least, my wife Francesca has not only put up with this invasion of our lives, particularly over the last five years, but has responded constructively to my ramblings and musings as I mulled over how to get all this down on paper. She has had the patience to read through the entire work four times and give me insight into what was good and what was bad, what was interesting and what dull; what else an intelligent lay reader might reasonably want to read about but I had failed to provide; where I had not expressed myself clearly; what could profitably be cut from a book which I knew to be far too long. Thanks don’t begin to express it.


Needless to say, all errors are my responsibility alone.


Michael Heaney


October 2022


Textual note


I have on the whole transcribed texts exactly as I found them, with three exceptions. I have substituted Arabic numerals for Roman numerals except in regnal numbers. I have followed spelling except in the use of i/j and u/v/vv, where I have followed modern usage for ease of legibility. I have wherever possible avoided the reproduction in original sources of words which are nowadays seen to be grossly offensive.





Introduction


On 10 May 1589 a group of morris dancers from Herne in Kent was brought before the mayor at Canterbury. In the course of their interrogation the musician, one Henry Parkes, averred that ‘he hath heard others say that it was never a merry England since men were to go with license being charged that he could not go [about ] without license’. This is the first recorded time that anyone makes the equation of morris dancing and ‘merry England’, but it is an equation that echoes through the centuries and remains prevalent today. What is more, the concept comes not from a writer or thinker, but from a practitioner.


A few years before the Herne dancers’ escapade, Robert Langham had described the visit of Queen Elizabeth to Kenilworth and the entertainments provided for her. These included ‘a lyvely morisdauns, according too the auncient manner, six daunserz, Mawdmarion, and the fool’. Leaving aside for the moment the interpretation of the word ‘auncient’, this too is a first: the first time that a sense of history is attached to the dance.


I shall discuss both these accounts more fully later on, but it is worth a moment’s reflection that the idea that morris dancing captures the essence of ancient Englishness, inherently carefree and merry, has been present for over four hundred years, and arose just one hundred and fifty years after the first evidence for the dance in England. This does not mean that the dance itself is either ancient (certainly not in the 16th century) or English, but it has served as a beacon of such ever since these first indications.


In Revel, Riot and Rebellion David Underdown showed how in the 17th century attitudes to the dance became one of the touchstones by which people displayed their allegiance to Royalist or Roundhead. The Royalist side (forgive this simplistic shorthand) used it as a symbol of traditional values – in other words, of ancient Englishness. The Roundheads, on the other hand, proclaimed it to be antithetical to Englishness: as heathen or Popish (take your pick). It was also associated with disorder, another thread that would return in later years.


The 18th century was the era of the dictionary definitions, which looked abroad to exotic origins among the Moors; but also of theatrical displays which continued to hark back to an English pastoralism. The theatre led indirectly to the interest taken in the morris dance by the early antiquaries, many of whom were interested in Shakespearean scholarship and in understanding the references to and performance of morris dances on the Tudor and early Stuart stage. The culmination of this was the first significant scholarly study of the dance by Francis Douce in 1807 in his essay ‘On the Ancient English Morris Dance’ published as an appendix to his Illustrations of Shakspeare, and from which this present work derives its own title. The pursuit of ‘Merry Englishness’ continued to form the focus of nineteenth-century interest, and at the same time the fear of unruly disorder continued as a subcurrent in what Alun Howkins called ‘the taming of Whitsun’,1 whereby if the continuing practice of morris dancing among the lower social classes could not be brought within a middle-class framework of control, it was discouraged.


The Victorian currents reached a watershed at the end of the 19th century with attempts to find and understand ‘real’ morris dances, culminating in the encounter between Cecil Sharp and the Headington Quarry Morris Dancers on Boxing Day 1899 and the start of the morris ‘revival’. The moment remains iconic, even if its significance is sometimes overplayed. One of the drivers leading to the revival was a quest for ‘authenticity’, another the social Darwinian concept of seeking evolutionary origins and primitive forms. A consequence of the latter was an emphasis on the ‘ancientness’, and the re-assertion of the old Puritan idea that the dance represented something heathen and pre-Christian – except that now the concept was viewed with approbation rather than disfavour.


As ever, morris dancing continued to take on the flavour of the times. Social Darwinism led to an emphasis on the dances as exclusively for male dancers and a rejection of female dancers, and into some associations with race and ethnicity which in retrospect take on a more sombre aspect. The revived dances were now predominantly performed by the middle classes. The taming of morris was essentially complete. In the second half of the 20th century the exclusive maleness disappeared both on historical grounds and as part of the wider movement promoting the equality of the sexes. As we move further into the 21st century there are developments in its theatricality and in its links with other dance forms.


‘Revival’ is sometimes used pejoratively to deprecate the lack of either ancientness or authenticity, but it is undoubtedly the case that morris dancing is now practised more widely than ever before, in a wider variety of forms, and so is both revived and revivified. And so it continues. Among the practitioners and spectators of morris dancing it can evoke a sense of ancientness, of Englishness, and more broadly of connecting with the past and with the community. People also do it to keep fit, to socialize with friends, to find a partner, and to entertain and impress by artistry and skill in performance.


‘Tradition’ is a word invoking the sense of both the past and the community, and most morris dancing is certainly seen as a ‘traditional’ activity. But tradition is much more than the static re-enactment of something as it happened in the past. The tradition can be ancient but the form it takes inevitably renews itself in each generation. In an art form as fluid as the dance, where the sole method of transmission until the last century has been by direct demonstration and copying, each performance is necessarily a re-interpretation and re-invention. In a literate and technological society that can record its history in a variety of media, it is easier to know who creates and/or develops a work, be it a tale, or a song, or a morris dance. All ‘traditional’ works were of necessity created by someone, we just don’t know by whom. Finding out how something ‘traditional’ was created or developed does not make it somehow suddenly non-traditional.


When people speak or write of ‘morris dancing’ they – and we as audience – have an idea, shared to a greater or lesser extent, of what it means. This book explores how that understanding has changed over the centuries. However, given the inherent fluidity, it can be difficult to know whether, when someone in the past writes of ‘morris dancing’, they are referring to something we would recognise as morris dancing today. At the same time, if people describe something that we now recognise as morris dancing, but do not name it as such, how can we know that they would share our understanding? This is a particular problem for artistic representations. As a general principle I start from the position that if it is called morris dancing, then it is morris dancing. If descriptions of activities do not identify themselves as morris dancing, then the evidence must be weighed in each case, and caution exercised in drawing conclusions. In some cases the designation is explicit but refers to something that appears to be known better today under other names (for example, sword dancing). Such instances are considered but not used to trigger a detailed examination of these other forms.


Throughout its history morris dancing has acted as a mirror to society, reflecting the concerns and mores of the times. My aim in this book is to use that mirror in reverse to illuminate the role and the significance of the dance itself. It is primarily a narrative history without an overarching framework of socio-cultural theory. I have also chosen to concentrate on the dance itself and have resisted the temptation to explore many of the wider societal factors such as rural economy, urbanization, or the ebb and flow of the Civil War, beyond what is necessary for the narrative. The book is already long enough, and the complexities of the development of morris dancing are, I hope, sufficiently engaging to hold one’s attention on their own terms.


The story begins on 19 May 1448.


 


1 Howkins.





Part I: Emergence (1448-1569)





Chapter 1


First signs


The trade guilds known as livery companies represented the higher echelons of London society, including in their ranks the wealthiest and most powerful men in the capital. Their festivities, both public and private, lavishly displayed that standing. In the Wardens’ Accounts and Court Minutes of the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths is a set of payments made to entertainers, and for food and drink, at their annual feast on St Dunstan’s Day, 19 May:1














	Item. In primis paid un to the Ministrelles


	5. marc







	Item for 12. hattes for the Ministrelles


	10. s.







	Item for their drynk


	20 d.







	Item to Careawey harper


	12. d.







	Item to Johan Pyper


	2. d.







	Item to the Moryssh. daunsers


	7. s.








The wardens were appointed at the feast on 19 May each year, and the retiring wardens rendered their account at the same feast. It is likely that payments were made after the event, after the goods and services had been delivered, and that this entry records the payment for the feast on the day of the wardens’ accession, given as being ‘from the ffest of Seint Dunston the 26 yeer of Kyng H. the VIth’, i.e., 19 May 1448. This is the earliest evidence we have for morris dancers performing in England. The amount is comparable with the payment made to one of the musicians (the harper), once the 7s is divided among several dancers, but nowhere near the amount paid to the minstrels (£3 6s 8d; if there were twelve of them as implied by the purchase of their hats, then just over 5s 6d each). The wardens also paid for the hats and drink of the minstrels. Implicit in the reference is that both writers and their audience already knew what ‘morris dancers’ were without further explanation.


The immediate question this raises is where the dance came from. To attempt an answer we need to look at the earliest English evidence, the contexts in which we find it, and possible European analogues. In fifteenth-century English records there are only nine instances of the word ‘morris’, or one like it, being used to refer to a dance or similar performance. They arise in three contexts. These are trade guilds, courts of the nobility, and works of art. We shall look at these in turn (with occasional brief excursions into the 16th century) before considering how they may fit into the wider European context.


The only other record of a guild performance for a guild’s own enjoyment is from the Carpenters’ guild almost 60 years later, when morris dancers were paid 8d on their feast day, 11 November 1507.2 Again, on that occasion a group of minstrels was paid much more, 3s 4d, but both amounts are much less than the money expended by the Goldsmiths 60 years earlier. Between these two events, at the Midsummer Watch procession in 1477, the Worshipful Company of Drapers paid 28s 9d:3




for the morisse daunce and for the costs of the 9 worthi[es] as it aperith by a bill of parcells of the same.





The midsummer marching watch of the mayor and sheriffs of the City of London was ostensibly a display of the citizens’ readiness to defend the city but was really more of a splendid torchlit entertainment which had taken place, says John Stow in his Survey of London, from ‘time out of mind’.4 It was staged twice each year within a few days, beginning at 11 o’clock at night and continuing into the small hours of the following morning. The first began on St John’s Eve, 23 June, and the second on St Peter’s Eve, 28 June. The pageant element of the processions, however, is recorded only occasionally up to 1504 (as with the Drapers in 1477). Before that the strictly military elements predominated. We shall look at the guild processions in their heyday in Chapter 2.


The Drapers’ payment of 28s 9d was made on St Peter’s Eve, but it is not clear if this represents a payment just for that night, or if the dancers and Nine Worthies (major figures from history presented as chivalric role models) appeared on both nights of the procession and were also paid on the second. The general practice appears to be that the second night each year was a repeat of the first. If so, the payment equates to 14s 4½d per night. This was twice the payment for the Goldsmiths’ dancers’ private entertainment of 29 years earlier, albeit this time including the payments to those playing the parts of the Nine Worthies. These payments in turn contrast with the 8d paid by the Carpenters. We simply do not have enough context to understand the reasons for these wide variations in levels of remuneration. We know nothing of the costume or of the nature of the performance.


The two isolated fifteenth-century references from the London livery companies are indicative of how little we know of the history of the dance. No more references have been traced within the records of the Goldsmiths’ Company. We may infer, however, that there was regular, if not annual, activity of a similar nature in England in the intervening period between the Goldsmiths’ and Drapers’ references, and between the latter date and the more frequent references extant from the beginning of the next century. They leave many unanswered questions.


The engagement of morris dancers by the wealthy Goldsmiths indicates that this was part of a lavish entertainment. The other source of our knowledge of morris dancing in the 15th century comes from an even more exalted source, the entertainments at the royal and aristocratic courts.


_____________________


According to Sydney Anglo in his study of Tudor pageantry, court entertainments in England were in decline during the years of the Wars of the Roses.5 Henry VII’s seizure of the crown in 1485 signalled the end of this decline and the beginning of one of the most creative periods of English history and culture. During his reign the medieval disguising became more elaborate and within it we begin to find the first regular evidence of morris dancing. A disguising usually consisted of a dramatic prologue followed by a courtly dance, often reflecting a particular theme. During Henry VII’s time new features were introduced, adopting Flemish themes and techniques imported from the French and Burgundian courts, including pageant cars.6 A pageant in this sense was a mixture of carnival float and stage: it was an elaborate theatrical set, sometimes mobile, which supported a mime, playlet or dance, usually expounding a particular theme.


Disguisings were just one of the forms of English court entertainments in the reign of Henry VII. Others were typically provided by travelling players, fools, minstrels, waits, jugglers and bullbaitings. Anglo has brought together all the payments relating to court entertainments in Henry VII’s time in the account books of the Treasurer of the Chamber. The first occasion on which a morris dance was performed for the king was 2 January 1494. On that day Henry paid ‘for pleying of the mourice daunce ... 40s’ (£2). On its own this entry, which refers to just one of the many entertainments of that Christmastide, tells us little; it is only by putting it into its context that we can begin to assess its significance. It is useful to look at similar entries from the accounts in the months on either side of which the payment for the morris dance occurs. The accounts show that payments were being made in coin presumably handed to the performers. The main unit of currency was the angel (6s 8d, one third of £1), also known as the angel-noble as it replicated the value of the earlier noble. The value of the noble itself had been raised to 8s 4d in 1464, and this was what a group of visiting Northampton waits was paid on 13 May 1493. Individual musicians such as the bagpiper who played three days later were paid 1 angel. The Lord of Bedford’s tumbler was paid 2 angels on 15 January 1494. Visiting companies of actors from Essex, Wimborne Minster and France were each paid 3 angels in January 1494, but the king’s own players were paid 7 angels. Diplomacy probably had a role in the reward of 12 angels to the French king’s fool. The payment on 25 August 1493 of 60 angels to ‘the young damoysell that daunceth’ is extraordinary and suggests that she did rather more than dance.7


These were all apparently immediate payments in reward and are rather different from the payments to a Walter Alwyn for the overall celebrations described as ‘revels’ at Easter 1493, for which he was paid 25 angels, and from the ‘disguising’ at Christmastide that year, for which he was paid 44 angels the following February. The Easter (‘Estermes’) payment was made in November and some have suggested that it was in fact advance part-payment towards the Christmastide disguising.8


The ‘mourice daunce’ seems by its reward of 6 angels to have been quite elaborate and/or well-received. It is noteworthy that the performers are described as ‘playing’ rather than ‘dancing’, indicating perhaps something rather more than mere dancing, while not necessarily being wholly dramatic.9 The context suggests that the morris dancers were a hired entertainment, much as the mayor of London had hired dancers in 1477. There is no individual payment for arranging the morris dance, so it seems that it was not specifically arranged or funded by the court. Morris dancing appears to have existed on a professional or semi-professional footing similar to that of the travelling players who also entertained the court. The Christmas disguising paid for on 15 February does not appear to have any connection with the dance of 2 January 1494. The disguising was – as usual – the most elaborate element of entertainment that Christmas.


The only other fifteenth-century reference specifically to an event of this kind is in fact the earliest, and not from the royal court but from Cornwall at Christmastide in 1466/67. The entertainment is recorded in the household accounts of the home of John Arundell (the largest landowner in Cornwall) at Lanherne, in Mawgan-in-Pydar.10 The event was a disguising, arranged by the household rather than presented for them by strangers. Several materials were bought from one ‘Betty’: red paint, tinsel, eight quires of paper, seven ells of Holland (linen) cloth (probably about nine yards) and three yards of buckram (stiff cotton or linen). Two white hats were bought for minstrels. An element of the disguising was a ‘moruske’:














	Itm. 4 dosyn bellis for the Moruske of Betty


	3s







	It. 2 quayers paper for the moruske of Betty


	7d







	…







	It. ½ li. glewe of Betty for the Morusk


	2d








The paper and glue indicate perhaps some temporary costume or scenery, and there is a strong indication that bells were part of the costume. The disguising was clearly on a much smaller scale than those of the royal court, and the total sum which can be linked to it is 13s 9d (though this excludes the buckram, whose cost is not given). The moruske accounts for 3s 9d of this. The disguising was possibly also presented away from Lanherne, as the players were asked to go to ‘Lord Stafford’ (presumably Henry Stafford, the eleven-year-old Duke of Buckingham, who was already betrothed to the queen’s sister, Catherine Woodville, and living in the queen’s household).


_____________________


‘Morusk’ is a variant on a word sometimes used to describe such events, ‘morisk’. This and yet other versions of the word are found in contemporary descriptions of artwork. The exotic and sumptuous nature of the morris made it a suitable candidate for depiction in expensive works of art and craft to adorn the wealthiest homes. One such work was described in 1448, the same year as our earliest record of the dance itself. This was a tapestry which hung in Caister Castle, in Norfolk.11 Caister Castle was built between 1432 and 1446 by Sir John Fastolf (1380-1459), who is said to be one of the models for Shakespeare’s Falstaff, and who had made his fortune in the wars with France. After his death an inventory was made of the furnishings in the castle on 6 June 1462, including:




Item, 8 costers of aras, wherof somme grete and some smalle, wherof on is of the sege of Phalist, an other of the shepperdes and [t]her wifes, an other of the Morys daunse





(A ‘coster of aras’ is a hanging tapestry made at Arras, in Flanders, the European centre of the industry.)


This was, in fact, the third such inventory: an earlier one is dated ‘the laste day of October the 27 yere of King Henry the Sixte’, i.e., 31 October 1448, and it lists:




Item 1 clothe of aras of the morysk Daunce





An undated version of the inventory, dated, frustratingly, ‘the last day of Octobre, the <blank> yere of the reyne of King Henri the Sixt’, may well be an early draft of the dated 1448 list, and has:




Item, 1 clothe of arras of the morysch daunce





Tapestry was the ultimate symbol of wealth in late medieval households, and if ‘Arras’ is being used accurately here, and not as a term for any tapestry, then it is of Flemish/French origin, and clearly made before 1448. Nonetheless, the description is English, and the author(s) expected their audience to recognise what is being described. The tapestry was a large, expensive artwork on public display, so the depiction of the dance is unlikely to reflect a passing fad – it was an established component of aristocratic culture.


There are two apparent references to silverware engraved with a depiction of a morris dance. The first is in the will of Alice Wetenhale in 1458 (long thought to be the earliest English reference to the dance):12




lego Caterine filie mee ... 3 ciphos argenti sculptos cum moreys daunce cum unico cooperculo ad eosdem


[I leave to Catherine my daughter ... 3 silver bowls carved with a morris dance with one cover to the same]





The Wetenhales were a prominent London family of grocers, but Alice had previously been married to the wealthy Suffolk merchant John Edward of Bury St Edmunds. He was a wool merchant who had made his fortune in the expanding Anglo-Flemish wool trade of the early 15th century and had become a major local landowner.13


The second is also from a will of 1458, by Sir Thomas Chaworth:14




Sir Thomas praith his seid executors that ... thai delyvere to William Chaworth his aldest soon ... 3 peces of silver ... the which oon of thaym coveryth, another with a flatt knoppe and with a Moresk {th}eron





Chaworth was the sheriff of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire and a member of Parliament.15 The term ‘Moresk’ here may be merely indicative of a Moorish design (in which sense there are examples of the word from the 14th century) but the similarity of description (multiple pieces of silverware with a single engraved cover) suggests similar objects. Just after the end of the 15th century, Richard Jackson’s will of c. 1510 referred to an apparently similar object, ‘My cuppe w<ith> the morres daunce’.16


None of these artefacts survives, of course, so we remain ignorant of exactly what was depicted. It is not even certain that the artwork is of English origin. These are expensive pieces and may well be imported from the continent of Europe. They tell us only that the words were being used and were expected to be understood in England in the middle of the 15th century, so there must be some English cultural milieu which informed that understanding.


_____________________


This completes the small corpus of known fifteenth-century instances of the word in England, and consideration of the forms those words take may throw some light on origins. Four relate to events, five to objects (three of those to the same item):




1448: moryssh daunseres (Goldsmiths’ dance)


1448: morysk Daunce (Caister tapestry)


c.1448: morysch daunce (Caister tapestry)


1458: moreys daunce (Wetenhale will)


1458: Moresk (Chaworth will)


1462: morys daunse (Caister tapestry)


1466: moruske (Lanherne disguising)


1477: morisse daunce (Drapers’ dance)


1494: mourice dance (Westminster Palace dance)





Even within these nine references three threads are discernable. Three instances apparently end in the sounds /sk/, three in the sound /s/, and three (moryssh, morysch and possibly morisse) in /sS/, where the capital /S/ represents some additional fricative or sibilant. The form of the first triad, ending in /sk/, is clearly French in origin, from ‘morisque’ and ‘moresque’. The other two forms are more complex. The last triad in /sS/ suggests a form not found after the 15th century (though a Drapers’ Company 1512 reference to a dance described as both ‘morys’ and ‘morishe’ should be noted).17 It may indicate an attempt to transcribe the Flemish form /morisx/ (i.e., ‘s’ followed by the sound of ‘ch’ as in ‘loch’). The Flemish territories of the Duchy of Burgundy were the locus of an efflorescence of European culture in the 15th century, and it would not be surprising to find Flemish cultural influences reaching England at that time, especially given the close ties between the countries in the wool trade and Henry VII’s desire to emulate the courts of Europe. The Flemish ending /sx/ easily simplifies to /s/ and does so even in Flemish. It would not be surprising if English speakers simplified the unfamiliar sound-group similarly or took it from Flemish directly in the simpler form. The forms in /s/ and /sS/, therefore, point strongly to Flemish influence, and it is the simpler of the two which became the dominant English word, ‘morris’.


The Caister tapestry is crucial in showing that ‘morris’ and ‘morisk’ can be used interchangeably, although we shall see that the early sixteenth-century references may suggest nuances of difference while confirming the words’ overall identity of meaning. The words themselves do occur earlier in English in contexts suggesting the meaning ‘Moorish’, i.e., relating to Moorish culture. A will made in 1394 (misprinted 1494 in the published text) refers to a vessel ‘sculptum cum litteris de moreske’ (‘sculpted with Moorish letters’)18 and a 1434 text refers to a ‘hullyng [covering] of black, red and green, with morys letters’.19 Neither of these suggests the depiction of a performance of any kind, nor does an even more enigmatic form, ‘Moricz’, from a court case in 1341, again apparently indicating a Moorish design on a cover for a vessel.20 Our first indications of a dance or performance remain firmly in the middle of the 15th century.


_____________________


The often proposed links with other European customs rest on uncertain grounds, and this book does not pretend to be a search for unknowable origins. However, as I am suggesting that the etymology indicates that the dance most probably came into England via the Low Countries with perhaps some French influence, it is worth briefly reviewing some of the European evidence most closely related to the possible antecedents of the English dance.


There is not much evidence available. What is generally cited as the earliest reference, on the occasion of the marriage of the Aragonese queen Petronilla to Ramon Berenguer IV, count of Barcelona, in Lérida (Catalan Lleida) in August 1150, does not use the word at all, referring merely to a dance which featured ‘moros y cristianos que figuraban un reñido combate’ (‘Moors and Christians who figured in a close combat’).21 The author of the 1855 work bringing this to public notice was citing a manuscript seen only by a colleague. Other proposed early European textual references or iconographic evidence before the 15th century also fade on inspection into supposition and inference from non-explicit accounts.


The first occasion on which we know a named dance was performed is at the Burgundian court in 1427-28, when the valet of the chamber was asked to make seven luxurious, colourful and exotic costumes ‘propices à danser la morisque’ (‘suitable for dancing the morisque’).22 A performance in Nuremberg c. 1491, described in a contemporary poem, has a pipe-and-taborer, fool, six Moors and a lady holding an apple. The piper ‘dhönt ein morisckendantz’ [‘plays a morris/Moorish dance’] and the Moors adopt various contorted postures in the dance.23


Israhel van Meckenem was a goldsmith and copper-engraver from Bocholt in Westphalia. It is thought that at least some of his engravings arose in the course of his goldsmith’s work. Prints of over 500 engravings and works by him are known, most of them religious in character. One of his engravings from the same period as the Nuremberg poem, nowadays identified as a ‘Moriskentanz’, shows four such dancers, one of whom wears a fool’s costume, dancing around a lady, holding this time a ring, to the music of a pipe-and-taborer.24 (Figure 1.1).




[image: Figure 1.1: Israhel von Meckenhem, The Morris Dancers (The Art Institute of Chicago, CC 0 public domain).]


Figure 1.1: Israhel von Meckenhem, The Morris Dancers (The Art Institute of Chicago, CC 0 public domain).





Although matching contemporary images to named dance forms can be subjective, in one case we do have contemporary confirmation that a set of images represents a ‘Moriskentanz’. These are the wooden figures carved by Erasmus Grasser for Munich’s Old Town Hall in 1480, for which we have the record of the payment of £150 4s (German currency) for ‘16 pilden maruschka tanntz’ (‘16 figures of a morris/Moorish dance’).25 Though some of the figures (including the lady) have been lost, several survive, two of which are shown in Figure 1.2. One figure in the set has a black African’s face, but the others, including the two shown here, do not. The figures are in a variety of contorted poses. These and similar references suggest a dance featuring contorted or exaggerated postures performed in the presence of a lady and seeking her favour.




[image: Figure 1.2: Erasmus Grasser, Morris dancer with headgear like a hunting cap; Morris dancer with a white headband, from the ballroom of the Old Town Hall, Munich, 1480 (Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Angewandte Kunst, Inventory nos K-Ic/228, K-Ic/223, CC BY-SA 4.0).]


Figure 1.2: Erasmus Grasser, Morris dancer with headgear like a hunting cap; Morris dancer with a white headband, from the ballroom of the Old Town Hall, Munich, 1480 (Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Angewandte Kunst, Inventory nos K-Ic/228, K-Ic/223, CC BY-SA 4.0).





When more detailed information about morris dances is recorded in the early sixteenth-century English sources, many are of a type similar to those attested in continental Europe from the mid to late 15th century. That raises the question of how morris dancers (described explicitly as such) appeared in the Goldsmiths’ Hall as early as 1448. Peter Stabel states that the craft guilds in Flanders and the Brabant, like their English counterparts, shaped public culture and enriched cultural life by the promotion of ‘public pageants, cavalcades, processions, games, and even theatre and music, … but also more private ceremonies such as funerals, dinners, and investment in works of art’.26 However, they are lacking in direct evidence of morris dances being performed in those environments. The Burgundian court, on the other hand, does provide evidence, beginning with the event of 1427-28 for Philip, Duke of Burgundy. More pertinent is probably the occasion of the marriage of Philip’s son Charles the Bold to Margaret, sister of the English king Edward IV, just outside Bruges on 3 July 1468, at which seven monkeys emerged from a tower and danced a ‘morisque’ to pipe-and-tabor accompaniment played by one of them, and later in the proceedings twelve ‘knights of the sea’ emerged from a whale’s mouth, leaping ‘in the manner of a morisque’.27


_____________________


The relevant sixteenth-century English evidence begins with an event within a group of festivities at the English court, probably occasioned by the celebrations held prior to the marriage in November of Prince Arthur to Catherine of Aragon. On 15 October 1501 the King paid ‘to theym that daunced to mores daunce 26s 8d’ (7 angels).28 This was probably the same sort of event as occurred during the further festivities of 18-21 November 1501, for which Jacques Hault and William Pawne were instructed to ‘devise and prepare disguisings and some morisks after the best manner they can’.29 Hault and Pawne did not in fact complete their preparations; the disguisings were arranged by William Cornish and John English. The latter was Master of the King’s Players, who performed an interlude immediately before the second of the four disguisings. The interlude consisted of a pageant of a lantern and arbour, from which the morisk may have emerged.30


We can be reasonably confident in this presumption because more about the nature of this entertainment emerges just two months later. Having successfully (or so he thought) secured the future of the Crown Prince, Henry VII turned his attention to relations with Scotland, to which purpose his daughter Margaret was betrothed to James IV. On 24 January 1502 at Richmond there were celebrations to mark the betrothal, during which a pageant car with an enormous glass lantern was brought in, ‘out of which sorted divers sorts of Morisks. Also very goodly Disguising of Six Gentlemen and Six Gentlewomen, which danced divers Dances.’31 This was the same pageant as had appeared two months earlier, and this time we know that John English was responsible.32 It had evidently been a great success, hence its repetition. As in this case the morisk which emerged from the pageant was contrasted with the dances that followed, it may be that the morisk was more dramatic than terpsichorean.


This series of festivities cannot be separated from the image of the English court which Henry VII was fostering. The old palace at Sheen burned down during the Christmastide celebrations of 1497, and the replacement palace of Richmond was an architectural and artistic statement of Henry’s claims for England as an important and sophisticated European nation. Much of the inspiration for the palace – and many of the craftsmen who worked on it – came from the Burgundian Netherlands, whose court and culture were models for much of Europe in the 15th century. The festivities on the occasion of Prince Arthur’s marriage were the first major celebrations to be held at the new palace.


Two weeks later, on 4 February 1502, Henry VII paid ‘to one Lewes for a mores daunce 53s 4d’ (8 angels, perhaps suggesting eight participants) at Richmond. This was probably the Lewes Adam who prepared a disguising the following Christmas,33 showing in this case that the morris dance was arranged by a regular supplier of court entertainment, and that the morris dancers did not simply appear at court of their own initiative. The payment may have related to the entertainments for Princess Margaret’s betrothal.


Morris dancing and morisks continued to be favoured diversions at the court of Henry VII at considerable expense, as evidenced by further records of court expenditure for 20 and 31 December 1507:34














	Item to Master Wentworth for to make a dysguysing for a moryce daunce


	13 li 6s 8d







	...







	Item to Master Wentworth towarde the makyng of a disguysing for a moryce daunce


	100s








Here the morris appears to be a constituent part of a disguising, but at the same time it has become the main purpose of the disguising. A year later Wentworth was entrusted with the organization of the lavish spectacles arranged for the visit of the Flemish ambassadors on the occasion of the betrothal of the Archduke Charles to Princess Mary in December 1508. The records give a vivid description of the complex logistics needed to present a display of this kind, as men and materials shuffled between Richmond and London in preparation. They record transport costs, the expense of feeding the workmen, labouring costs for nearly three months, even the contingency expenditure of a dash to London at the last minute for an item of costume. The work included preparations for a ‘moreske’, which must have been the same kind of event as had been described as a ‘mourice dance’ the previous year:35














	Item, for a bott fro Richemount bank to London and for a cart to cary <.>[?] standardes that came in the same bott with stuffe of the moreske


	22d







	Also, Henry Wentworth asketh alowauns for his costes, being abought the besyness of the disguising and moreske by the kings commaundement, from the 27th day of September to the 27th day of December, at 8d be the day for 80 days


	53s 4d








The ‘stuffe of the moreske’ was probably the existing costume elements, being brought from Richmond to London. The same event was marked by the contemporary publication of a tract in English and Latin versions, The Spousells of the Princess Mary.36 The English text tells us that:




There lacked no disguysynges, moriskes nor entreludes made and appareilled in the beste and richest maner





while the Latin text is a little more informative:




His igitur cenis, tam lautis tamque opiparis ut nihil omnino egregium quod vel terra vel freto aut flumine crescat illis abfuerit, non defuerunt ludi Maurei quas morescas dicunt, et saltantium juvenum generosa virensque propago, simul et comediarum tragediarumque hystrionica et ludicra queque spectacula previsa sane prius ac sumptuose preparata.


[So with these feasts, so splendid and sumptuous that nothing extraordinary that exists either on land or on water was lacking, the Moorish plays they call morescas, and the vigorous noble offspring of dancing youths was not wanting, and at the same time dramatic and theatrical spectacles of comedies and tragedies as were ever seen before, lavishly prepared.]





This confirms our impression of the dances as part of a quasi-dramatic entertainment and suggests that it required the participation of vigorous young men.


Although this book’s subject is the English morris dance it is worth looking at the very similar entertainment in the Scottish court at this time, not least because, in contrast to its subsequent English history, the dance did not take root in Scotland. The first event there was a payment of £42 (about £10.5 English) by royal command at Stirling on 8 February 1502 ‘to the men that brocht in the morice dance, and to thair menstrales’; the next a more detailed account of payments for a performance on 6 January 1504, ‘to Colin Campbell and his marowis that brocht in the Moris dauns, £14’ (about £3.5 English; Campbell was given a further £5). The costumes were also specially made for that occasion: red and blue coats and hats for six dancers, blue taffeta for a woman’s gown, lined in white, at a total cost of £39 3s 8d (about £9.9 English). The elaborate hats used more material than the coats and were delivered to ‘French Master John’.37 Similar purchases of costumes for six dancers with bells, and for a woman, were made at the court in Stirling for events in 1506, 1507 and 1508, but these were not identified as ‘morris’.38


Apart from a couple of references in the middle of the century and the beginning of the next, no more is heard of the morris dance in Scotland after December 1512. This last evidence is again found in the accounts of the Lord High Treasurer:39














	Item, the 5 day of December ... payt to Monsure Lamote servitoures, that daunsit ane moris to the King, 10 crounis of wecht;


	summa 9 li







	...







	Item, the 16 day of December, to Monsur Lamotis servitouris, that dansit ane uthir moris to the King and Quene,


	5 li     8s








Monsieur Lamot was the French ambassador to the court. Scottish morris ends as it began, as a suitable entertainment in providing hospitality at the highest levels of society and associated with continental origins. It was a comparatively short-lived fashion which found no reflection in the lower orders of Scottish society, and which was evidently perceived as a foreign activity.


The earliest literary reference to the dance was written by the Scottish court poet William Dunbar in the early years of the 16th century, continuing to suggest that the morris dance was cultured entertainment for sophisticated tastes. In his ‘Aganis the Solistaris [petitioners] in Court’ he wrote how those seeking the king’s favour tried to win it:40




Sum singis, sum dances, sum tellis storyis,


Sum lait at evein bringis in the moryis





In 1513 Gawin Douglas composed the first modern translation of the Aeneid. In Book XIII (a medieval addition to the original twelve) he alludes, in a passage only loosely associated with the original text, to the ‘morysis, and sik ryot’ (‘morrises and such[like] riot’) of Aeneas’s men.41


In a poem which has variously been attributed to Kings James I and V of Scotland, the poet describes a musician:42




Thome Lular wes thair menstrall meit;


O Lord! as he cowd lanss;


He playit so schill, and sang so sweit


Quhill Towsy tuke a transs.


Auld Lychtfute thair he did forleit,


And counterfutit Franss;


He use him-self as man discreit


And up tuke moreiss danss





The poem describes in hyperbole the events at a village festival; and although the maid was dancing a ‘transs’ (a Celtic dance) the minstrel forsook this and brought in an alien dance tune from France. If this poem were by James I it must have been written before 1437 and would rank as the earliest English-language reference to morris dancing by over a decade. It fits much better in the 16th century (James V, 1512-1542). Even here, if James V is the author then it is remarkably late for Scotland.


The cultural links between the English and Scottish courts are brought out in one of just two references outside the royal palaces. In the household accounts of Lady Margaret Beaufort at Collyweston in Northamptonshire, 6s 8d was paid in 1503 ‘unto 6 Spaynerdes that daunsed the morice’.43 The event marks the English court on the move, accompanying Princess Margaret on her marriage journey to Scotland and stopping at the home of the mother of Henry VII. This indicates clearly that the morris dance was an exotic entertainment, part and parcel of the king’s desire to show England to be a sophisticated European nation. It was part of the language of court diplomacy of the day.


At the start of the reign of Henry VIII the morris of the court continued to be popular. We have a near-contemporary account of the celebrations at Epiphany in 1511 from Edward Hall in 1550, which describes all the classic elements of a courtly morisk:44




Agaynste the 12. daye or the daye of the Epiphanie at nighte, before the banket in the Hall at Richemond, was a pageaunt devised like a mountayne, glisteringe by night, as though it had bene all of golde and set with stones, on the tope of the which mountayne was a tree of golde, the braunches and bowes frysed with gold, spredynge on every side over the mountayne, with Roses and Pomegarnettes, the which mountayne was with vices brought up towardes the kyng, & out of the same came a ladye, appareiled in cloth of golde, and the children of honor called the Henchemen, whiche were freshly disguised, and daunced a Morice before the kyng. And that done, reentred the mountaine and then it was drawen backe, and then was the wassail or banket brought in, and so brake up Christmas.





There is a quasi-dramatic scenic construction, and young noblemen dancing around a richly apparelled lady. The primary source gives more details, including the fact that the role of a fool was involved.45 There were 14 leather garters and 28 latten (brass) buckles all with ‘belles of sundry bignes for the morryske’; there was a total of 1020 bells for five dancers and a fool. This suggests that the entire costume was covered in bells, not just the garters and buckles. The dancers are identified as the fool and four knights of different colours. The fool’s coat and ladle had 144 bells, and each dancer (including the fool) had 108 bells on arms and legs. This accounts for 684 bells, but over 1000 were bought. The dancers were nobles, not professional dancers, and bells were hired for them to wear while they practised. The fool’s ladle is both a device for collecting money and a symbol of female sexuality, which seems out of place in the elaborate elegance of the pageant. The lady’s gown was equally ornate, using 16 yards of pleasance (a gauze-like fabric). The costumes of the lady and knights were adorned with 29,000 spangles.


Records of the court revels of this period are well preserved, and they give an indication of the diversity of the themes presented in these pageants. On 13 February 1511 was a pageant of ‘The Golden Arbor in the Orchard of Pleasure’, which included singing by the children of the Chapel, and the provision of 12 elaborate satin garments for the king and his retinue. The pageant-wagon took a month to construct and was so heavy that it broke the floor of the hall in which it was displayed.46 At Twelfth Night in 1513 Sir Harry Guildford devised a pageant called ‘The Rich Mount’ which was over three weeks in the construction. The mountain had Plantagenet broom, and red and white roses. Again, complete satin costumes with spangles were provided for the King, six nobles and six ladies; gowns were provided for six minstrels who rode in on the mountain; there were two armed knights, four wodewoses (wild men) and four dancers.47 In 1516 the Twelfth-night pageant was an embattled castle, which not only provided pageantry in its own right, but also acted as the setting before which two comedies were played. Morris dances or morisks were becoming less central features in such increasing variety and innovation.


In the Twelfth-night revel of 1514 at Richmond, Guildford devised a ‘moreske’ as part of an interlude. The moreske (also called a ‘morysks’) was performed by six men, two ladies and a fool. The bells supplied in this case – 288 – amount to no more than 48 for each dancer. They were sewn onto the dancers’ jackets, which were made from white satin and had wide, pendant sleeves. The dancers also wore bells on their legs; these, 60 in number, were supplied from stock by Guildford. The dancers, but apparently not the fool, had ‘slop hosen’ to cover the bells on their legs. Black gowns were supplied to cover their costumes until the moment of the dance. The fool wore a jacket of yellow sarsenet edged with crimson. All the costumes were adorned with spangles.48 There are no indications of elaborate settings, although there is, nevertheless, an indication of a theme in the presence of the two ladies, who are styled ‘Beauty’ and ‘Venus’. The morisk was part of an interlude whose nature we do not know. As before, the fool appears to be an adjunct necessary to the dance. The roles of Beauty and Venus are unclear, but the very fact that there are two ladies here, and only one in the morris of 1511, suggests that none of them is necessary for the morris itself.


_____________________


The new court served as a model for the great nobles of the day. Henry Percy, fifth Earl of Northumberland and a member of the court’s most intimate circles, was renowned for the magnificence of his lifestyle. He was closely involved in patronage of the arts, retaining minstrels and players who performed at court. His Christmastide entertainments were particularly impressive. The manner in which Northumberland’s Twelfth-night revels were conducted is described in an administrative manual known as the Second Northumberland Household Book, wherein the usher prescribes ‘Thordoryng of the Hall uppon the 12 daie when a great estate or an Erle shall sit their present opinly in the saide Halle’.49 The entertainments described are similar in form to those we have seen at the royal court. Although the rules would have been drafted for a specific event (Ian Lancashire suggests the entertainments at the Earl’s seat at Wressle, formerly in the south-western corner of the East Riding of Yorkshire, now in Humberside, c. 1515), they are couched in general terms suitable for any occasion, so the first part of the Twelfth-night entertainments, an interlude, may be ‘aithir ... A comody, or trigidy’. Next, the disguisers enter the hall; as they enter, four minstrels strike up, and the disguisers ‘daunce suche daunces as they be appointed’.50 The disguisers may be all male, or equal numbers of both sexes. These then stand to the sides, to make way for:51




the morris to come in incontinent [i.e., at once] as is apointyd yf any be ordeignid And when the saide moris cummes in the Midist of the Hall Than the said Minstrallis to play the daunces that is appointid for thiem And when they Here the saide minsrallis play than to com out oon aftir an outhir as they be appointid And when they Have doon to go furth inlike caas as they cam into the saide towr or thing devisid for theim Alwaies reservid to the maister of the disguisinges to order it as he shall think best and convenient and when the said moris is doone than the gentillmen to com unto the women and make {th}er obeisance and every of {th}ame to taik oon by thande and daunce togeder by the maister of the Revelles and that doon to bring the women to {th}er plaices againe and mak {th}er obeisance and then departe to {th}er own places wheir the stoid befoir.





The morris dancers emerge from a device – a tower is suggested – and perform several dances. They are distinct from the disguisers who precede them, and from the mixed dancing which follows. Here ‘the morris’ is those who perform the special dances. The setting as a whole, including the other parts of the performance, constituted the disguising and may have been what was termed a morisk.


The Earl of Northumberland’s brother-in-law Edward Stafford, third Duke of Buckingham, built a magnificent new seat on his estate at Thornbury Castle, near Bristol, in emulation of the palace at Richmond.52 Like Northumberland, the scale of his entertaining was renowned, with feasts for as many as 500 people. In the Thornberry wardrobe accounts of 1516 for one such occasion are the following items:




... 10. dd. moresbelles. 6 virge. 3 quarteria nigri bokeram & ½ virge rubri bokeram pro 2 tunicis pro le moresdaunce. & 3 virge Canvas pro linura unius dictarum Tunicarum ...


[10 dozen morris bells, 6¾ yards of black buckram and ½ yard of red buckram for 2 coats for the morris dance and 3 yards of canvas to line one of the said coats…]





Although the material for only two costumes is recorded, the relevant accounts for the preceding years are not all extant, and it would be unsafe to presume that there were only two dancers in the dance. The need to line one coat but not the other suggests repairs to and renewal of existing costumes. However, the use of buckram rather than the satin and sarsenet of the royal court does suggest an entertainment rather less lavish than at Richmond, and Ian Lancashire has described Buckingham’s entertainments as ‘unimpressive’ in comparison with Northumberland’s.53


As court revels increased in complexity and sophistication, royal and aristocratic tastes appear to have moved away from the morris dance and the morisk. The last specific reference from Tudor royal account books does indicate that a morris dance was not considered subtle enough to meet the court’s mature tastes. In 1522 the morris dance was a children’s seasonal entertainment to amuse the six-year-old Princess Mary at Christmas. The event took place at Ditton Park although the court was at Eltham at the time.54 Among the items recorded in the accounts is the following entry:55




Item paid for hyering of 10 dds [dozen] bells, and 9 Morres cots, & for the losse of 12 bells percell of the same 10 dd [dozen]: 2s 4d





The materials were hired from and returned to some outside agent, while the dances themselves were presumably supplied by members of the household. Why as many as nine coats were required is a mystery; and if all were used, each dancer had on average only seventeen bells.


Apart from the few instances where morris dancers appear in association with the celebrations of the great livery companies, these early references suggest a dance with quasi-dramatic associations, fit for the entertainment of the highest personages in the land in lavish spectacles. Costumes are extravagant and require bells. There are hints of the physical demands of the dance, requiring fit young men either from the ranks of the aristocratic audience or supplied by dedicated performers.
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Chapter 2



Guilds


The first half of the 16th century was the heyday of the Midsummer Watch processions, when the mayor and sheriffs marched through London overnight (from 11 p.m. to 2 a.m.) on 23-24 and 28-29 June in a display of both military preparedness and spectacular entertainment. For a general impression of the nature of the processions we can do no better than to turn to John Stow, who in his Survey of London (c. 1598) described those which he must have seen himself in his youth. In an oft quoted passage, he wrote:1




The marching watch contained in number about 2000 men, parte of them being old Souldiers, of skill to be Captains, Lieutenants, Sergeants, Corporals, &c. Wiflers, Drommers, and fifes, Standard and Ensigne bearers, Sword players, Trumpeters on horsebacke, Demilaunces on great horses, Gunners with hand Guns, or halfe hakes, Archers in coates of white fustian signed on the breast and backe with the armes of the Cittie, their bowes bent in their handes, with sheafes of arrowes by their sides, Pike men in bright Corlets, Burganets, &c. Holbards, the like Bill men in Almaine Rivets, and Apernes of Mayle in great number, there were also divers Pageants, Morris dancers, Constables, the one halfe which was 120. on S. Johns Eve, the other halfe on S. Peters Eve in bright harnesse, some overgilte, and every one a Jornet of Scarlet thereupon and a chain of golde his Hench men following him, his Minstrels before him and his Cresset light passing by him, the Waytes of the City, the Mayors Officers, for his guard before him … The Sheriffes watches came one after the other in like order, but not so large in number as the Mayors, for where the Mayor had beside his Giant, three Pageants, each of the Sherriffes had beside their Giantes but two Pageants, ech their Morris Dance and one Hench man their Officers in Jacquets of Wolsted, or say party coloured, differing from the Mayors, and each from other, but having harnised a great many, &c.





Stow suggests that the watch was held annually until 1539, then next held in 1548, though more recent scholarship shows that it continued throughout the first half of the 1540s.2 Although he says that the procession had taken place from ‘time out of mind’, the pageant element in these processions (a tableau or short performance presented on a moving wagon) is recorded only occasionally before 1504. Before that the strictly military elements predominated, though there are earlier records of minstrels, and of course the morris dance of 1477. Stow’s account suggests that the ‘Wiflers, Drommers, and fifes, Standard and Ensign bearers, Sword players, Trumpeters’ and the like all belong together as quasi-military elements, while the ‘Pageant, morris dancers [and] Waytes’ belong in an ‘entertainment’ group, as do the giants, a feature of processions attested across Europe but particularly in Burgundy from the 14th century.3


In an attempt to revive the processions in 1585, a writer whom Stow describes as a ‘grave citizen’ elaborated in great detail who should be responsible for which items of expenditure in the watch, and prescribed that the entertainments were to be provided by each of the mayor and the sheriffs ‘uppone his owne cost’. Each was to supply ‘One companie of morris dauncers’. The writer directed that the morris dancers should lead the companies of each of the mayor and the sheriffs, after the first ‘battaylle’ of soldiers and military music had passed, while a second ‘battaylle’ should close the procession.4


Morris dancing and pageants certainly occur together in the records of the livery companies. All the companies provided elements of the watch, but the pageants and other entertainments were usually supplied by the companies from which the mayor and sheriffs for the year were elected, so were in effect restricted to the 12 Great Livery Companies. Only four or five of these have appropriate records for the period, but the preponderance of records from the powerful Drapers’ Company is striking. We have already encountered the earliest record from them in 1477. The next record of a morris dance in the watch comes again from the Drapers’ Company, 35 years later in 1512, although the morris dance provided at the Carpenters’ feast in 1507 suggests that activity continued in the interim. The 1512 morris dance, like the 1477 dance, took place when a draper, Roger Achilly, was mayor:5




of the pageant money


It’ for the Charges of 3 pagentes that is to say Saynt Blythe. Achilles. and th’assumpcion and also a Morish daunce, beside the Castell of were that the Bachillers paid for them self Sma of our Charges as aperys in 220 parcelles 12 li 17s 9d





The castle is not related to the ‘tower’ of the kind from which the Earl of Northumberland’s morris dancers descended. The dancers and castle were separate, as later accounts reveal.


When a Draper was next mayor, in 1515, a ‘morysdaunce’ was provided once more.6 A Draper was again mayor in 1521. In that year Lodovico Spinelli, the secretary to the Venetian ambassador, saw the setting of the watch and described the order of the procession. This consisted of a succession of sets of armed men, musicians, mechanical devices and pageants. After a pageant of Saint George and the Dragon:7




Then followed a company dancing the morris dance, preceding a fine band of the city constables in armour with doublets of silk and cloth of gold and [gold] chains.





This is a nineteenth-century translation from the Italian, which reads, ‘Poi a piedi sequivano alcuni che faceano la morescha’ (‘some followed on foot, doing the morescha’).8 Spinelli was probably using ‘morescha’ as the cognate equivalent in Italian of ‘morris dance’ without implying any choreographic or other relationship. The Drapers’ own accounts noted that ‘the Maisters [of the Company] had a morysdaunce before the Waytes’, and further details were supplied:9




It’ to Robert Greves for a morysdaunce & 2 mynstrelles riding at there own coste except 2 sylk cotes & 2 hors trapps that we lent them and we gave the said mynstrelles 2 white hattes & paid for the mores daunce for both nyghtes 14s





The arrangements for the minstrels were like those for other minstrels: silken coats and horse trappings were lent, and hats given. A taborer and a fiddler paid elsewhere in the accounts received six shillings; on the other hand, a piper and a drummer received only 1s 4d. Other (single) musicians received amounts between 1s 4d and 3s 4d. This suggests that the morris dancers themselves were paid 8s or more.


Over the following two decades, until the demise of the Midsummer Watch processions, morris dancers appeared regularly. Most of the recorded instances were on behalf of the Drapers’ Company. In 1522 the usual procession was cancelled to make way for a reception for the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V on 6 June, for a part of which the Drapers arranged ‘a morys daunce as was used the last yere’, and instead of the planned pageant ‘to fynd 30 harnest men ... and also to have the gyant a morisdaunce & 50 moryspykes with suche mynstrelles as shall nede and 8 bowmen & no more’.10 This time, however, the actual payment is more informative, giving the number of men involved, and the payment:




Item to William Burnet for a morysdaunce of 7 & 2 minstrelles riding in our apparelles. 2 hattes &<c> 18s





The next year in which a Draper was mayor was 1525, and at the same time one of the two sheriffs was also a Draper. The mayor had a set of dancers and the sheriffs one between them.11 The mayor’s dancers were organized by Walter Fount. The dancers supplied their own costume, but like most of the participants were given breakfast. The mayor, Sir William Bayley, was obviously impressed, additionally rewarding the dancers with money and ale:














	Item to Walter ffount & his company that is to say 8 persones with there mynstrell for a morisdaunce bothe nyghtes for the Mair’ all goyng on fote bifore the constables


	sma 15s







	Item for a Reward to the moresdawncers 4d And for Ale to the mynstrelles & moresdancers 2d


	sma 6d








If 4d was a fitting spontaneous reward for a group of eight dancers, the 15s received by Walter Fount must have represented a considerable sum if distributed among them. The musician would have commanded several shillings, of course, but that still leaves a sum of around 8s-10s for the dance itself.


In the following year the mayor was a Mercer, but again one of the sheriffs was a Draper. In the Drapers’ accounts, together with payments for six drums, a double pipe, and tabor is a payment of 8s for a morris dance ‘for the 2 Shireffes serving them equally’. This appears to have been a payment of 8s for each night, as elsewhere in the accounts is the record that ‘John Laurens told me that bothe the Shireffes at ther own charge hyred hym & his company for a morysdance completed bothe the nyghtes in every thing after 16s. for all things besides there brekefast money’.12


John Laurence appears again in the 1529 accounts (when the Draper Sir John Rudstone was mayor) as a taborer, paid 2s 8d to play on both nights, supplying his own costume. On this occasion Walter Fount, now identified as a grocer, was contracted to supply the morris dancers ‘with 6 persons and there mynstrell all in there own apparel, summa 7 persons, and they to have 13s 4d and there brekefast money’, for which 4d was advanced. One Thomas Stringer was employed to walk in front of them with a two-handed sword.13 This is the first instance of an arrangement which recurs from time to time over the following centuries, a sword bearer to walk ahead of the dancers, clearing the way.


In 1530 a Mercer was mayor, a Draper one of the sheriffs. The Drapers again agreed to supply a morris dance for their sheriff. The contractual nature of this arrangement is clear. The Drapers were hiring rather than providing morris dancers:14




Agreed with Wm Darrell letherseller for A moresdaunce of 8 besides the Mynstrell onelye for our shreve [sheriff] all in their own apparell their mynstrell Rydyng and they to have 16s beside their brekfast monye.





For the first time in this survey of the Midsummer Watches a morris dance not associated with the Drapers was recorded in 1532, when the mayor was a Grocer. In the Grocers’ wardens’ accounts 26s 8d was paid ‘for the hyre of the morys dauncers’.15 The state of incompleteness of the records, and a reminder that not every event may leave a record, is indicated by the fact that the Drapers lent a pageant to the Mercer sheriff, but no records of this occurs in the Mercers’ accounts.16


In 1534 the Drapers made very similar arrangements with Walter Fount to those of five years previously:17














	Agreed With Walter fountes for hym & his companye that is to saye 8 persons with their Mynstrell for A morysdaunce bothe nyghttes for the Maiour in their own apprell


	summa 18s







	Agreed With Thomas waren for bothe nyghttes With A twoo hand swerde before the Moresdaunce besides brekefast Moneye


	summa 12d








The Skinners were in charge in 1535 and they too hired Walter Fount ‘morris dancer, for himself and for six persons morris dancers and for their breakfast money, 25s’. In 1536, when a Draper was again one of the sheriffs, Fount was contracted to supply seven persons for a morris dance, for 15s 8d; he was advanced 5s as an earnest.18


1539 was the year which Stow identifies as the first in which there was no Midsummer Watch, it being cancelled by Henry VIII for reasons which remain unclear.19 However, the cancellation took place when preparations were well under way, and the Grocers, one of whom was to be a sheriff, had already constructed two pageants at Leadenhall. They transferred them to their own hall and set them up there, and ‘paid to porters for bringing them from leden hall to the Grocers Hall with a Morrys Daunce 8s’.20


Despite Stow’s assertion that the next Midsummer Watch procession was in 1548, the Drapers’ records show preparations for processions for their mayor, including morris dancers, in 1541; but they expressed fears about the mounting costs of the exercise, caused by the ‘wanton and superfluous’ profligacy of the Mercers:21




The seyd Mr Wardeyns as concernyng the charges of this hows for my lord mayre in his Wetche, dyd recyte befor the sayd Assystens & thoder, that they for evyry grote in tyme past, ar now ffayne to gyve 5. and that in dyuers thinges as shall appere in the hyryng of Drumes mynstrelles flag dragers two hand swerd pleyrs, morysdaunsers & berers of the Gyaunte Which hath rysyne by a wanton and superfluows precydence begone by mayres and Shereffes of the mercery, And after the same so recyted The seyd Assistens sayd what remedy but go through wyth all.





The Drapers acknowledged that if they wanted to meet and match the show put on by the Mercers, they would have to go through with it; and the grounds for the Drapers’ fears are confirmed in the increased payments made. John Lymmyr, a bowstring maker dwelling in St John’s Street, was paid 23s 4d for himself and his company of seven morris dancers and their minstrel for both nights, ‘so that they may be well trimmed after the gorgeous fashion’.22


This is the last occasion on which the livery companies record a payment for morris dances. The vast majority of the references come from the Drapers’ records and show that the dance was done by eight men, who were hired for their services from outside the company. We have some names for the morris dancers’ agents: in 1521 one Robert Greves, in 1522 William Burnet, and in 1526 the taborer John Laurence. In 1530 the company was that of William Darrell, a leatherseller, and in 1541 John Lymmyr, a bowstring-maker. But the chief agent was William Fount, a grocer, whose company was hired in 1525, 1529, and in 1534-1536, performing on behalf of both the Drapers and the Skinners. Other tradesmen were involved. In 1515 John Lupton, a tailor and Christopher Lee, a leatherseller, together with a William Deane, sued for the return of morris bells to the value of 6s 8d from Robert Shipton.23 From the levels of recompense – above the average daily wage but not reflecting high social status – the performers, or at least their agents, were middling tradesmen in their crafts, but not necessarily linked to the trade of the company which hired them.


The earliest payment records are embedded in much larger payments (£10-20) for multiple elements of the watch. Payments for dancers and their minstrels generally range between 13s 4d and 18s when the Drapers hired them, but 25s and 26s 8d for other companies. The exception is the final year of records, and the Drapers’ complaint about expense when they had to pay 23s 4d.


The Order of the City Watch (by Stow’s ‘grave citizen’ writing in 1585) calculated a company of dancers as two ranks. Eight dancers in two ranks implies either they danced four abreast, or the author envisaged companies of only four dancers. In dealing with the eight-man teams of the account books, the companies made payment to one man, the dancers’ agent, who in some cases (where seven dancers are mentioned) may have been a dancer himself; or a foreman leading six dancers.


An element of the payment was sometimes explicitly for costume, in order that it should be fitting for the magnificence of the spectacle, and it is not unreasonable to assume that when the dancers appear ‘at their own cost’ or ‘in their own apparel’ a substantial element of the fee was expended on costumes (although the dancers hired by the Drapers in 1522 were clothed by the company). The possession of such costumes would then enable the dancers to hire themselves out on other occasions for a considerably lower fee which accorded better with their personal monetary status, as with the Carpenters’ feast day in 1507, when they were paid 8d. The mayor who gave them an extra 4d in reward in 1525 was likewise not being parsimonious but rewarding them according to their rank.


Although pageants, giants and musicians went in procession with the dancers, nothing in the contemporary accounts suggests that the dancers were closely linked with any of them, apart from their own musicians and, perhaps, a swordsman at their head. Each was an item in a series of independent spectacles in a long procession.


The heyday of the metropolitan guild processions was the first half of the 16th century. When the watch processions were cancelled in the mid 1540s the focus of mayoral celebration switched to the Lord Mayor’s Show, for which dancers were apparently not hired. Significant activity continued, however, in much the same vein within metropolitan parish activities, to which we shall return in Chapter 3.


Although the morris of the court had European analogues in the morisks of the period, we have no European analogues for the processional morris through the streets. The Drapers’ event of 1477 is one of the earliest references to a processional dance not just in England, but Europe-wide. It may be that the indoor events seen at the Drapers’ feast in 1448 and the Carpenters’ feast in 1502 form a bridge between the two forms, but the origin of the processional morris of the trade guilds remains unknown.


_____________________


Outside of London it is sometimes difficult to discern if events were primarily led by trade guilds or by the civic authorities or involved parish activity. These three foci of community life overlapped in many ways. The earliest record is from Lydd in Kent, where in 1518 the borough chamberlain paid 14d ‘in rewarde to the morisdaunceres of Winchelsey’.24 We do not know if the Winchelsea dancers travelled the nine miles to Lydd as part of the festival known as a parish ale (see Chapter 3) or to participate in a civic event. At a similar occasion at nearby Rye in June 1534, morris dancers who travelled from Mayfield were paid 2s 8d by the Rye chamberlain.25 If this is modern Mayfield that was a journey of over 20 miles.


Most of the records of guild or civic activity outside London are later than those of the London guilds, and primarily relate to the mid 16th century. At Southampton in 1562 3s 4d was given to ‘the singers players and Morris Daunsers on Maye Daye’,26 while in 1564 morris dancers were paid 2s at Plymouth as part of the civic May-day celebrations, followed by payments of 3s 4d in 1567 (with another 5s for breakfast), 4s in 1568, and 5s in 1569 and 1570.27 The Plymouth payments continued into the next century, and were clearly an accepted part of civic life.


At Chester the first explicit payment for morris dancers at the Midsummer Watch procession was in 1569 when ‘the morres dauncers’ were paid 6s 8d and their minstrels 16d.28 Similar payments were made in the following decades and we shall pick these up later, but it is worth considering the 1577 payment now:29




Et solutum Thome Gillam pro saltacione sua vocata daunseinge ludi vocato morris dawns ad vigilitatem sancti Iohannis Baptiste ultimam preteritam 6s 8d


[And paid to Thomas Gillam for his dancing called a dancing game called morris dance on the eve of St John Baptist last past 6s 8d]





Compare this with payments made a decade earlier in 1564 and 1565:30




Item paid to houghe gillome for daunsinge at midsomer 7s


Item paid houghe gillome for daunsinge at midsomer by mr mayres apoyntment 6s 8d





Much as Walter Fount in London, the Gillam family in Chester was clearly the chief supplier of dancers to civic processions. There are two ways of interpreting the references to ‘dancing’ in the 1560s and ‘morris dancing’ later. Either the 1560s entries refer to morris dancing, but don’t make it explicit; or some more generic dancing then was transformed into ‘morris dancing’ by the 1570s. The circumlocutory expression from 1577 suggests that the concept was unfamiliar to the scribe (despite the straightforward mention in 1569). If indicative of such a change, it is tempting, albeit speculative, to infer that the Gillams maintained a continuity in choreography. They danced as they had done before, but the costume, &c. of the dance may have changed to make it a ‘morris dance’. An undated record made when a lot of the Chester pageant gear was being renewed indicates that there were in fact six dancers; by the time of the record they and their pipe-and-taborer were paid 20s.31


At Salisbury the earliest reference reflects an already established morris. According to the record of the assembly of the Guild of Tailors on 22 September 1564:32




At thys assembly was receyved for the putting owt of the Morrys Cots 3s 4d; and yt ys agreyd that Gregory Clerke shall have the kepynge of the ffyve morrys-cots, with 20 dosyn of Myllan-bells, for the space of 12 yeres, yf he so longe lyve, payeng yerely to the ocupacon 3s 4d and also the said Gregory do stand bound to the occupacon in the some of ffive pounds of lawfull money of England, to delywer the same ffyve morys cots and 20 doysen of Myllan-bells, at the end of the said 12 yeres, or at the oure of death of the said Gregory if he diye before, in as good case as he receyved it, and further the said Gregory byndyth hymself by these presents to delyver the said Cotts and bells at all tymes to the said occupation yf they wyll have them to the use of the occupacion, and yt ys agreyd that the said Gregory shalbe bound to the Wardens of the occupacion, by wrytyng, obligatory in the some of ffyve poundes.





There is a wealth of information here. There were five coats and 240 Milan (steel) bells, implying 48 bells per person. The coats had earned 3s 4d for the guild by being hired out, and now Gregory Clerke was to pay that sum to the guild annually, presumably intending to hire them out enough times to make a profit on the deal. At the same time the guild could use them whenever they wanted. The value of coats and bells is £5, which Clerke had to pay to the guild if he failed to return them at the end of the contract. We shall see that the hire of morris costumes between communities was a common practice, to get a return on the not inconsiderable expense of acquiring the costumes. In 1568 and 1569 the guild agreed to pay for the morris dancers’ ‘meat, drink and wages’ at its annual feast.33 The evidence indicates that the guild judged the considerable outlay to be a sound investment.


The establishment of the Salisbury tailors’ morris may have been recent in 1564. The detailed record of the contractual arrangement for the care of the coats, together with records thereafter for the engagement of morris dancers, occurs in a minute book which was commenced in 1517. If morris dancers had been engaged before 1564 we might expect to find that reflected in the earlier records.


The fullest account of civic May-day festivities appears in the Ledger Book of Newport (Isle of Wight) which started in 1567, and which begins by asserting that it describes ‘the auncient usages and olde customs of the borough of Newport within {th}e Isle of Wight dewlie continu[e] d from {th}e tyme {th}at memorie of man is not to the contrarie’. A Lord and his Vice (deputy) were appointed and on the Saturday after 1 May rode with a minstrel and a company of youths about the town, summoning the townsfolk to fetch may home from Parkhurst woods before dawn the next morning, on pain of a penalty. The foresters at Parkhurst met them and presented them with green boughs in recognition of their rights of pasture. Next the townspeople entered the wood to cut green boughs to decorate the town streets, then marched back to the town ‘the comeners before, the keapers following them; next, ye minstrel, Vice, and moriss dancers; after ye Sergeants with their maces; then the Bailives and the Coburg’s couples in their degree’ (Coburg is a nearby settlement) to breakfast and a church service. After dinner the women walked for recreation the five miles to Bigbury, ‘orderlie in their degree’ behind the Lord, minstrel and morris dancers, returning for evening prayer and supper.34


Much of this description fits with the kind of event described for Helston’s Furry Day in the 19th century and still practised there today (albeit with some antiquarian invention).35 Two points which stand out are the close intertwining of civic and church life, with most civic ceremonies finding realization at some point in a church service, and the emphasis on good order and social rank. The bringing in of the may was observed in similar fashion in the chamberlain’s accounts for 1553 at Gloucester:36














	Also in reward gevyn to maister Arnoldes servaunts on May Day at the bryngyng in of may by the commaundement of the maire


	20s







	…







	And more to those persons that daunsed the moorys daunse the same tyme by like Commaundement


	5s








Despite the widespread popularity of these occasions, the fear that such festivity might result in civil disorder was strong in Tudor England, and all kinds of popular entertainment were liable to be subject to bans and prohibitions. In London in 1527 the Court of Aldermen required aldermen and their deputies to keep watch on May Day Eve (till 4 a.m.) to prevent householders from going out of the city to collect greenery to erect at churches ‘as afore this tyme [corrected from ‘of olde tyme’] have been used’; and not to ‘suffer eny maner May Games as Mores daunses & suche other lyke openly to be kepte within ther wardes’. A very similar injunction was made in 1530, not to ‘suffre eny Trees to be sett up in the Stretes afore eny Churches or other places, Nor no Maye Games to be used, as the morres daunce & other lyke openly to be kepte in the Strettes within youre seyd warde’.37


On the other hand, disorder or the threat of it could be turned to the authorities’ advantage. At Sandwich in Kent in November 1525 the mayor Henry Booll indulged what had been his practice throughout his mayoralty of asserting his authority by parading through the town accompanied by a gang of ruffians. On St Clement’s Day (23 November) when the bailiff Sir Edward Ringeley (a rival locus of power to the mayor) attempted to gather the King’s tolls at the annual fair, Booll had 20 men walk up and down the fair all day long, ‘craking and swearing to kill ... whosoever durst presume to gather any penny that day for the King’. The same night the rioters morris-danced about the town, armed with swords and bucklers. There were further revels, culminating in a free banquet enlivened with a ‘tabber’ and pipe-playing.38 All in all, however, it is clear that morris dancing enjoyed widespread civic and mercantile support through the 16th century.
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Chapter 3


Parish entertainments


In the closing years of the reign of Henry VII morris dancers appear in a new context, that of the parish entertainment. The location of their first appearance – Kingston-upon-Thames – is significant because it hints at methods of transmission as the dance spread. The socio-cultural scenarios in which we encounter morris dancing in its first 60 years are high-class: the court, expensive artwork, the guilds. Kingston-upon-Thames was just two miles from Richmond Palace, and their geographical proximity may be the key to the transition of morris dancing into a popular community entertainment.


The threads that linked court and people were manifold, lying not simply in the public display of royal pomp, but, as we have seen, in the use of artisans and craftsmen to make the props and costumes needed for royal events. Moreover, the people could come to court, as on 31 May 1505, when 3s 4d was given ‘to the players at Kingeston towarde the bilding of the churche stiple in almns’.1 This entry is confirmation that, besides undoubtedly supplying local labour for the palace, the community presented its entertainments to the court. I would suggest that it is not a coincidence, therefore, that the churchwardens’ accounts of Kingston provide us with the earliest (and some of the most detailed) information about morris dancing outside the court and the great houses of England.


When morris dancers were being equipped at Kingston, they were being grafted on to existing parish entertainments. May games in their various guises often included a mock court and it is easy to imagine the people of Kingston, aware of the nature of court entertainments at Richmond, mirroring them. This may have been serendipitous chance: no such transition took place in Scotland, where the dance essentially died out after it ceased to be a court fashion. Likewise, the dance did not make the transition from court to people in most of Europe.


There is always the possibility that morris dancing in parishes took place before we find it at Kingston-upon-Thames in 1507 but was simply not recorded. It is certainly the case that records do not stretch back into antiquity. However, churchwardens’ account books providing evidence for the nature of parish entertainments are commonly available from the 15th century, with no evidence of morris dancing as part of such events. Once morris dancing does appear, however, the association with the parish ale and its successors survived well into the 19th century, so it is worth spending some time considering the nature of these festivals at the start of the association.


The typical parish at the beginning of the modern age had various means of obtaining money for the upkeep of property and clergy. It could receive income from property; it might be left money for either general or specific purposes; and it received fees for the performance of particular services, such as burial. These are typified in the accounts from Thame, Oxfordshire, in 1458, which record receipts of 3s in land rental, 2s 6d for a rood light (candle) and 3s 6d for the burial of a parishioner.2 Straightforward collections might be made, as the receipt of 4s 2d for ‘diverse gatherings’ recorded at Bishop’s Stortford, Hertfordshire, in 1491.3


In many places there is evidence that the parish as a whole expected groups within the parish to generate income for it in one way or another. Reflecting the close intertwining of civic, economic and religious life, these might be guilds of workers in the same occupation, as at Croscombe in Somerset in 1490:4




Comys the Tokers [tuckers] and presentith in 2s 9d


...


Comys the Wefars and presentith in nowgte





Here the weavers had failed to collect anything or had spent as much in collecting the money as they received. Such arrangements made in general for an uncertain income. Particular groups sometimes had real or nominal responsibility for separate aspects of the upkeep of the church, for example, the supply of candles. In some parishes there were social groups as well as or instead of occupational groups (which by their nature were found only in the larger communities). Two groups in particular recur in many accounts: the young men and the maidens of the parish. At St Lawrence’s church in Reading, the churchwardens recorded in 1505:5




It. rec. of the maydens gaderyng at Whitsontyde at {th}e tre at {th}e church dore, clerly 2s 9d





and much later, in 1557:6




Itm ye gatheringe of ye yonge folkes & maydens on Maydaye & at Whitsontyde – nichil [nothing]





The method of raising money seems to have been variable. A hobby horse might parade, soliciting gifts, or a play might be staged, or an ale held. An example of the last is to be found in the Bishop’s Stortford accounts of 1496:7




Received of the Bachelors of the said Town of the profit of a certain drinking called the May Ale 35s 4d





An ale was the normal equivalent of what would now be a village fête. It received its name from the fact that ale was brewed in large quantities and sold. Usually, food was supplied as well. A collection would be taken from those assembled for the ale, and towards this end entertainments were provided. A piper or fiddler to play for community dancing was probably the commonest of the entertainers. Many of the preserved records of ales occur in churchwardens’ accounts, but the ale was not a peculiarly ecclesiastical event. Any occasion might be marked by an ale.


Ales were not necessarily tied to the calendar, although many took advantage of the main holidays or local church feast-days. If financial pressures required it, more than one ale might be held in a year, for example at Marston, Oxfordshire in 1553, when the parish received £1 from a ‘churche ale’ and a further 5s 4d from a ‘youngmans ale’.8 The ale was often put in the hands of the youth of the parish. In his 1602 Survey of Cornwall Richard Carew described the process:9




…two young men of the parish are yerely chosen by their last foregoers, to be Wardens, who dividing the task, make collection among the parishioners, of whatever provision it pleaseth them voluntarily to bestow. This they imploy in brewing, baking, and other acates [groceries], against Whitsontide; upon which Holydayes, the neighbours meet … contributing some petty portion to the stock … for there is entertained a kinde of emulation between these Wardens, who by his graciousness in gathering, and good husbandry in expending, can best advance the Churches profit. Besides, the neighbour parishes, at those times lovingly visit one another, and this way frankely spend their money together. The afternoons are consumed in such exercises, as olde and yong folke (having leisure) doe accustomably weare out the time withall.





Where autonomous groups were responsible for the ale, the detailed accounts of the ale are separate from the accounts of the parish and do not appear in them. The churchwardens relied on the person responsible for organizing the event to produce the money, and only the net profit was recorded. At Marston in 1557 this was made explicit:10




Item John Ewen brought in for the youngmens ale which he made this yere 4s 4d





The formal process of handing over the money at the end of the financial year is made clear by the terminology at Croscombe, for example in 1484:11




Comys yong men and presents nowgte


Comes the maydyngs and presents in 16s 3½d





The ales often had a theme. A favourite was Robin Hood, witness the accounts of Tintinhull, Somerset, in 1512/13:12




It. of Robine Hoods All [ale] only this once 11s





and at Thame in 1474 and 1501:13














	Ite. we recevyd of Robyn hodg Ale at Wytsontyde


	26s 9d







	…







	Itm. rec’ of the may ale and of the gaderyng of Robyn Hodde in new Thame att whitsontyed clere


	20s








Robin Hood assumed the role here which in other events was taken by the ‘Summer Lord’ or ‘May Lord’ or ‘King’. David Wiles has argued – and convincingly demonstrated in the case of Henley-on-Thames – that the same master of ceremonies might be called both ‘Robin Hood’ and ‘the King’.14 The event was sometimes termed a ‘King game’. The ‘Whitsun ale’, named for its staging at that time of year, also had its lord or king.


The general form which these ales adopted can be ascertained, although the details remain comparatively vague. The typical setting was a bowery – a temporary structure decorated with may boughs, or an adapted barn – in which a Summer Lord (or King, or May Lord, or Robin Hood), chosen from the community, held a mock court. A maypole was erected close by. The ‘fertility’ aspects of maypoles have been discussed many times, but undoubtedly they also served the more prosaic function of an ale-stake, the traditional sign that ale was being brewed. They have been a symbol of festivity from their first appearance in the records in the 14th century.15 Maypole and ale-stake were both garlanded poles, and one later writer explicitly equated the two.16 A tall maypole was a signal highly visible to all the surrounding countryside.


The impending ale was announced in the preceding days by its Lord and his retinue, who toured the district after his election. In the case of a Whitsun ale, this took place on Ascension Thursday, ten days before Whit Sunday, and was itself an occasion for celebration, as at Melton Mowbray, Leicestershire, in 1563:17




Imprimis Rd of Hawe [Holy] Thursday at the chosinge of the Lorde and Ladye 28s 10d





Visits by other parishes were returned, and as many of these festivals occurred at Whitsuntide, the mock court, or representatives of it, might lead the visiting parties to the neighbourhood community and provide a measure of reciprocal entertainment. In these circumstances some costs would fall on the visiting parish and may be recorded in the accounts. At Bishop’s Stortford in 1489 the accounts show expenditure of 3s at ‘Sabbisford [Sawbridgeworth] May et lytill Hadham May’ and a further 6d at ‘Thorleigh May’.18 These were all local communities: Sawbridgeworth is five miles from Bishop’s Stortford, Little Hadham three miles and Thorley just two miles.


The parishes visited in the initial perambulation might also incur costs. An example of this also occurs in the Bishop’s Stortford accounts, when they record a visit in 1515 from Sawbridgeworth:19




Item pd for brede and ale the same day that Sabbysford may was whan thay of Sabysford did come rydyng to the towne to sett ther may 9d





The Lord had a retinue uniformed in his colours, or livery, and visitors to the ale were expected to buy ‘small liveries’ – strips of ribbon in the Lord’s colours – which were pinned to their clothing to indicate that they had paid and could participate in the festivities. The chief entitlements were to watch any entertainments being provided, such as a Robin Hood play, and to partake of a meal in the Lord’s mock court. So at Bramley, Hampshire, in 1531 the following receipts were recorded, including some from the neighbouring parishes of Pamber and Stratfield Saye:20


















	Rec. of the Kyng Ale at Whitesonday at Sopper


	£1


	0s


	7d







	On Munday at dynner


	 


	2s


	0d







	The seid Munday at Supper


	 


	10s


	7d







	On the Tuysday at dynner


	 


	6s


	9d







	Rec. the seid Tuysday of the parishe of Pamber


	 


	4s


	0d







	Rec. the said Tuysday of the parish of Stratfeldsay


	 


	9s


	0d







	The seid Tuysday at Supper


	 


	10s


	6d







	The Wennesday at dynner


	 


	1s


	6d







	For Calfs and Shepe Skynns


	 


	1s


	9d







	At Supper on Trinite Sonday


	 


	12s


	6d







	For tappyng money


	 


	7s


	6d







	Ex dono parochianorum


	 


	1s


	6d







	______


	 


	 


	 







	Summa rec. de Churche ale, de clero


	£4


	8s


	2d








These receipts also illustrate other typical aspects of ales: that left-overs from the preparations and feasts (here the animal skins) were sold to defray the expenses; that a common pattern was to hold a few initial days of feasting, starting with the grand occasion on the Sunday, and to have a final fling the following Sunday (and the falling off of income during the week shows just why this was done), and that neighbouring parishes visited ales in a body.


Naturally, the receipts of the ale had to be balanced against the expenses, and in some of the examples given above obviously did not meet them. The three main categories of expenditure were provisions (the ale and food), equipment (including the liveries, trestle tables, &c.), and fees for the minstrels, musicians and sometimes the chief personages of the festival. When ales were organized by autonomous groups within the parish, only net receipts are recorded by the churchwardens in their accounts; but if the churchwardens themselves were responsible for the organization of the ales, the detailed expenses and receipts may be listed. It is this circumstance which makes the Kingston-upon-Thames accounts so important. The reasons for the centralization of the organization of activities are not clear. Possibly it reflects the growth of the activities to a point beyond the resources and organizational capacities of individual guilds or other social groups.


_____________________


The ales held at Kingston-upon-Thames in the early 16th century are important both chronologically and geographically. The first book of the parish’s churchwardens’ accounts covers the period 1504-38.21 The accounts were normally made up to St Luke’s Day (18 October) each year.


For 1504-06 we have summary accounts rendered in June specifically for the ‘King game’, which reveal only that a King and Queen were appointed.22 In 1507 a marked change takes place, and the accounts become much fuller. As well as a King, Robin Hood appeared as a separate personage. Both collected money from Whit Sunday to Thursday. In addition, the King still had his King game on one of the days (probably the Sunday), for which a separate note of receipts appears in the accounts.23 In other words, multiple attractions were being presented; perhaps this expansion necessitated the transfer of all financial responsibility to the direct control of the parish. It is in this year that the morris dancers appear:24
















	Item for garterynge of 4 dosen bellys


	 


	  3d







	...


	 


	 







	Item for payntyng of ye mores garmentes and for sarten gret leveres [liveries]


	2s


	  4d







	...


	 


	 







	Item for 4 plytes and a quarter of laun for ye mores garmentes


	2 s


	  9d







	Item for orseden for ye same


	 


	10d







	Item for 4 hats


	 


	  6d







	Item for a goun for ye lady


	 


	  8d







	Item for ye makynge of ye mores garmentes & for yer met & for fetting of ye ger at London


	9s


	  4d







	Item for bells for ye daunsars


	 


	12d







	...


	 


	 







	Item to Robard Felere for chone for ye dauncers


	4s


	  4d








This suggests quite strongly that the morris was being introduced for the first time. The materials had to be acquired in London and brought from there, the shoes (‘chone’) had to be made, the bells bought and fixed upon garters, the costumes made up, tinselled (the ‘orseden’) and painted. Painting of plain cloth was a commonly used inexpensive way of creating colourful costumes. If the hats were theirs, there were four dancers, each wearing a dozen bells. The accounts state that their shoes cost 4s 4d. If a pair was made for each dancer, then they cost 13d a pair; no other small number of dancers gives a figure in an exact number of pence. This is expensive: shoes bought the next year cost only 7d a pair; three years later they cost only 8d a pair, and even special ‘double-soled’ shoes bought in 1536 cost only 9d a pair.25 The lady’s gown shows there was a female role, but we do not know if she was the consort of Robin Hood, or of the King, or a more anonymous character attached to the morris. Later records provide evidence for a Maid Marion role often played by a boy, but the explicit reference to a ‘lady’ may be an echo of the role of the lady in the courtly morisk in Richmond Palace nearby.


Coats were hired from one John Edmund for Robin Hood, Little John and ‘Gyllys Kempe’, for 17s 4d. The last may have been playing the part of the Friar, who is mentioned explicitly the following year, 1508, when 3s is paid for his coat, 8s for Little John’s, but 16d only ‘for makyng of Robyn Hodes cote’, i.e., making it from material supplied.26 In 1507 a taborer was hired for 6s 8d. Later accounts indicate the daily rate was 8d, so this payment suggests he was hired for a total of ten days. In 1508 he is paid only 5s 4d, i.e., only eight days’ hire.27 In 1508 the King game and Robin Hood were again both presented, and again they were essentially separate events. Wine was bought for the King game company on their day for 1d (they are clearly a small company); while food and drink were supplied to Robin Hood and his men for 16d.28


The morris dancers in 1508 are mentioned only twice: 14d was spent on food and drink for them on fair day, and a further 14d on two pairs of shoes.29 No expenditure on new costumes is recorded, so it is more probable that shoes were being replaced rather than that the number of dancers had increased. The parish visited King games in that year at the neighbouring parishes of Long Ditton, West Molesey and Hampton (all within about 3 miles), paying out of the church box 3s, 2s and 3s 4d respectively.30


By 1508 Kingston-upon-Thames had a comprehensive assemblage of morris costumes and an established feast. In 1510 the parish made ‘official’ visits to the King games at neighbouring Walton-on-Thames (5 miles away) and Sunbury-on-Thames (6 miles), and made payments out of parish funds at each, 3s 6d and 1s 10d respectively.31 For Kingston’s own ale, the main costs were for food and drink, and for ‘great and small’ liveries. The numbers expected can be gauged from the purchase of over 3000 pins – some to make costumes but undoubtedly the majority to pin liveries to clothing. Costumes were refurbished or refreshed: 7d was paid for silver paper for the morris, six new pairs of shoes bought for 4s and a fool’s coat for 1s 2d. For the Robin Hood game a Friar’s coat was acquired for 3s and Little John’s for 8s 4d. For ‘half of Robin Hood’s coat’ 7s 6d was paid out, and a further 1s 3d for Kendal green cloth for it. Two shillings were paid for the morris dancers’ food and drink, and an additional 4d for the same when they performed on Corpus Christi.32 There were now definitely six dancers. This expenditure relates to at least two distinct events: £4 was received from the King game and 4 marks (£2 13s 4d) for Robin Hood’s gathering.


In 1514, Kingston received 9s 4d for ‘Robyn Hoodes gaderyng at Croydon’, nine miles away, surely a semi-professional dramatic or quasi-dramatic performance in a place outside Kingston’s usual ambit.33 In 1515 we learn the names of dancers. A group of entries in the accounts is headed ‘Chones [shoes] for mores daunsars’; and to this heading someone has added in a different hand, ‘& Roben hod and his compenye’. Six (and possibly a seventh) recipients of shoes are identified by name, but two only as somebody’s ‘man’. These will have been apprentices or servants. Each is provided with a pair of shoes for 8d:34














	ferst to Jhon at benes A peyer of chone


	8d







	tomas Kendauall A peyer chone


	8d







	…







	leycroftes man A peyer


	8d







	...








A further four pairs of shoes were associated with Robin Hood’s company. Further entries indicate the progress of the event:
















	Item to Harry Payntare for 900 of leveres


	3s


	9d







	Item for 16 gret leveres


	 


	7d







	Item for makeng of a croun for ye mores daunsers


	 


	2d







	Item for met & drenk for ye mores daunsars vpon feyer daye


	 


	9d







	Item to Roben Hod for hes labor


	 


	12d







	Item to leytell Jhon for hes labor


	 


	10d







	Item to ffreer tuk


	 


	8d







	Item in money Amongest Roben Hodes men at nythe


	 


	8d







	Item for A taberare apon may daye


	 


	8d







	Item in mony to young men that tok Apon them to pleye the mores dauns


	 


	6d







	Item for a taberar Apon feyer eve & feyer daye and for belles for ye daunsars


	 


	16d








The 16 ‘great liveries’ would be for the performers at the ale, while the 900 ordinary liveries represent the anticipated audience for it. A crown was also made for the dancers (for an unknown purpose), money was spent on bells, and they were fed. The sixpence to ‘young men that took upon them to play the morris dance’ suggests that they were given a token payment. Young men constitute one of the common groupings within parishes who were expected to contribute towards the upkeep of the church, doing so here by providing the morris-dance element of the festival.


Apart from the original purchase of a lady’s gown in 1507, the initial indication of a Maid Marion comes in 1509, when ‘she’ (as the accounts have it) was paid 2s for two years’ work, and a skirt and gloves were made for her. She appears to be in Robin Hood’s retinue along with Little John and the Friar.35 This is in fact the first securely dated reference to Maid Marion in English. After minimal records of receipts from Robin Hood’s gathering in 1517 and 1518, she re-appears in Kingston’s records when costumes were again refreshed in 1519. The payments are ‘for the May game and Robert Hood’: canvas and Bruges satin to make coats, russet (coarse red woollen cloth) for the Friar’s coat, and 14 coats in Kendal green (‘the gift of the Masters of the town’). There are ‘8 payer of schewes for ye mores dansserers ye freer & made maryen at 8d ye payer: 5s 4d’ and 16 hats and feathers acquired at London, also for 5s 4d. Money was paid for the loss of a hat and of 4 feathers, so it seems these were hired rather than bought. Two thousand liveries were prepared, with pins for each.36 The bundling of Maid Marion’s shoes with those of the dancers and the Friar suggests that by this time she had a dancing role as demanding as that of the dancers. The text suggests also that Robin Hood has been absorbed into the May game (or vice versa).


Net receipts for Robin Hood alone were recorded in 1520 and 1521 (8s and 8s 6d respectively). In 1522 the King game reappeared: it brought in £6 13 4d, while Robin Hood brought in £2 6s 8d. If these are net figures they may reflect not just growth in the scale of the entertainment, but also the inflationary pressures that Tudor England was experiencing. The itemized expenditure has no entries for food or drink, but the morris dancers’ costumes were refurbished yet again:37














	Item paid for 8 yerdes of ffustyan for ye Mores daunsers cotes


	4s







	Item paid for 12 dosyn of belles


	3s







	Item paid for a dosyn of gold skynnes for ye mores


	10d







	...







	Item paid for 4 yardes of bokeram for ye morenys Cote


	16d







	Item paid for 4 Estrygge [ostrich] ffethers for Robyn Hode


	20d







	Item paid for 2 peyre of shone for Robyn Hode & lytell john


	21d







	Item paid for makyng of ye Mores cote


	5d








The character of a Moor (the ‘morenys’, ‘Mores cote’ above) has been introduced, separate from the morris dancers, and an elaborate coat which uses four yards of material is made for him. The parish continued to invest heavily in its morris dancers. Eight yards of fustian are not sufficient to reclothe the entire set of dancers, and they and the gold skins must have gone towards making the existing costumes more elaborate, in which case the fustian was probably cotton velvet rather than the coarse cotton of ordinary fustian. There is an absolute increase in the number of bells on the costumes, regardless of whether the gross acquired here replaces or supplements the bells already acquired. Robin Hood’s hat was embellished with ostrich feathers.


In 1524 all of Robin Hood’s company of 20 wore hired hats (and had to pay for one lost), and 1500 liveries were made specifically for his event. This is significant because once again the receipts record both a King game and Robin Hood. The former brought in £9 10s 6d, the latter £2 5s 4d. No expenditure on food was recorded. The King game by this time seems to be entirely autonomous, as the churchwardens were responsible only for Robin Hood. The following year, the very word ‘Kinggame’ disappeared, being crossed out in the accounts and replaced by the more prosaic ‘church-ale’, i.e., a basic communal feast without any accompanying ceremonial or entertainment. Net receipts (‘all thyng deducte’) for church ale and Robin Hood together are given as £3 10s 5d. The accounts record no expenditure on food. Robin Hood and one or two others had new satin coats made for them, and new liveries were made, but otherwise no relevant expenditure was recorded.38


In 1525 the church ale brought in £7 15s, Robin Hood £1. A tantalising hint of some of the other activity going on during the year is provided by the following isolated entry:39




Item paid for drynke for ye daunsers on May day 6d





In the period 1526-30 no church ale was recorded, only the annual income from Robin Hood, and minimal costs of maintenance for his coat were recorded, in 1529 and 1530.40


No relevant income was recorded in 1531; there is a gap in the accounts from 1532 to 1534, and no relevant income was recorded in 1535. In 1536, however, the May game and Robin Hood reappeared, possibly because extensive roof repairs costing £21 were being made to the church. The May game brought in £2 0s 4d, Robin Hood £5 6s 8d. The morris dancers and Robin Hood all had to be re-equipped, reflecting the fact that there has been next to no investment in the equipment for a decade. Five hats and four purses were purchased for the morris dancers, and new sets of bells together with garters on which to fix them. Material was bought to make new morris dancers’, fool’s and friar’s coats and Maid Marion’s skirt, and payments made for the making of them. Two sets of shoes (one single-soled, one double-soled) were purchased for six dancers. The total expenditure on this re-equipping was £2 3s 7½d, representing about one third of the eventual receipts. The dancers were evidently worked hard, as 3s 8d was paid for their refreshments when this would be no more than a few pence a day. The purchase of two sets of shoes, some heavy-duty, is another indication of a demanding performance schedule. In addition, a minstrel for them was paid 10s 8d, and visits were made to Croydon, Twickenham and Walton-on-Thames. Whereas in 1515 900 liveries were prepared for paying customers, on this occasion 1300 were made.41


Having re-established its entertainments, Kingston did not hold any the following year. In fact it may have cancelled those planned, for a deleted entry in the accounts refers to payments for 600 liveries for Robin Hood. Instead, the church lent out its morris coats to another (unidentified) parish for the sum of 2s, offset by the 4d cost of cleaning them.42 There was an event in 1538, generating an income of £1 3s 8d, with fairly minimal expenditure.43


This marks the end of the account book. Towards the end is an inventory of goods in the wardens’ keeping:44




Lefte in the kyping of the wardens nowe being a fryeres Cote of Russett & a Kyrtell of wostedde weltyd wt Redd cloth a mowrens Cote of Buckrame & 3 morres Dawnseres Cotes of whitte fustyan spangelyd & 2 gryne saten Cotes and a Dysarddes [fool’s] Cote of Cotten and 6 payre of garderes w<ith> Belles





Given that the event had recently been re-equipped, this is a valuable indication of how it was organized. Robin Hood’s coat was not in the keeping of the churchwardens, so was evidently kept by the protagonist despite being supplied by the church. Similarly, and as one might expect, the morris dancers kept their own shoes. This in turn suggests that the dancers in 1538 were not those of 1536; or that the dancing was so strenuous as to wear all the shoes out. The morris dancers were still six in number including a fool, and they had elaborate coats in the keeping of the churchwardens. For the first time we know the colours of the coats, and perhaps this is the general colour of the Kingston livery. If so, then it surely no coincidence that the colours are those of the livery of the royal household two miles away at Richmond, the Tudor green and white. Although the dancers were apparently associated more with Robin Hood than with the King game, there were signs of links between the two, most notably in the purchase of a crown for the dancers in 1515. Perhaps the mock court of Kingston’s King game was a mirror of the court at Richmond, and the morris dancers were introduced at the mock court to reflect the morisk of the Tudor court entertainments.


The comprehensive nature of the Kingston accounts also tells us more of the significance of the events. The May game and Robin Hood were not ‘ritual’ in the sense of a ceremony repeated every year with symbolic significance. They were staged in response to economic pressures and need not be staged at all. Many of the players performed without payment, fulfilling a social obligation. The events developed and changed during the 30 years, in the way in which Robin Hood and his company took over aspects of the King game, and Maid Marion may have developed as a character in the early stages of this process.


_____________________


The Kingston-upon-Thames accounts book ends in 1538. Thirty miles up the Thames from Kingston, the parish of St Lawrence in Reading paid for ale for morris dancers in 1513 on the church’s dedication day, 10 August. Sixteen years later the parish invested in its own equipment for morris dancers, but apparently only for three: three hats were bought for 6d and bells were bought for 3s 6d (just over half the cost of the Kingston bells seven years later). Material for a coat for Maid Marion was bought for 1s 5½d. For the morris dancers three yards of buckram were acquired – obviously not for coats, perhaps for baldricks (the crossed sashes). The following year another 144 bells were bought for 3s and ten years later the morris coats were repainted.45


In one of Reading‘s two other parishes, St Mary’s, morris dancers were equipped in 1556 and paid to perform on May Day, the following Sunday (3 May) and at Whitsuntide (around 24 May). Five pairs of shoes were bought for 4s, and the dancers’ coats were painted for 2s 8d and sewn for 7d. Four dozen bells were bought for them for 2s. Theirs and the minstrels’ food and drink were bought at Whitsuntide, when a ‘Lord’ presided over the festivities, and at one point the minstrels were boarded overnight. On May Day a hobby horse made an appearance – one of the earliest instances of its association with morris dancers.46 A further 20 miles up the Thames from Reading, the parish of St Helen’s in Abingdon bought 24 morris bells for 2s in 1560.47 South of the Thames, 15 miles from Kingston, the ‘morris gear’ owned by Holy Trinity church, Guildford, was hired out for 10d in 1530.48


Although the spread of morris dancing along the Thames valley is well documented, there are outliers which indicate that the practice in fact was more widespread at an earlier date (see the map at Figure 3.1). There is a single entry from Sherborne in Dorset, datable only to the period c. 1505-1508, ‘Receyvyd of Hewe Honybrewe for a pott of ale of the Morys daunce’.49 At St John’s Bow, Exeter in 1525 there is a note that nothing was received in payment for bells for the morris dance. Although there is only this one reference to dancers, we know that the parish staged a Robin Hood play over several years from at least 1488 to 1544.50 At Maldon, Essex in 1540 morris dancers were paid 8d and a further 4d was paid ‘for the waste of the dancers’ bells’, implying that they were damaged or lost.51 In ‘The Book of the Fraternity or Gild of the Holy Trinity of Luton’ there is a payment of 4d to morris dancers c. 1542.52




[image: Figure 3.1: Morris activity, 1507-1569.]


Figure 3.1: Morris activity, 1507-1569.





These isolated examples may well be the tip of an iceberg of unrecorded activity. However, there does seem to be a hiatus in known events during the 1540s. External factors may be in play. First, there was the economic situation, which led the Drapers to complain of the expense of the occasion in their preparations for the 1541 watch. The drain on their finances must have been caused in part by the massive inflation which resulted partly from developments common to all Europe caused by the influx of silver from the New World and by rapid population growth, and partly from Henry’s policies pursued in trying to satisfy his voracious monetary requirements. Similar constraints may well have prevented churchwardens and other custodians of community funds from committing themselves to expenditure of this kind. Second, and more significant in its implications, was the ascendancy of Protestantism during the reign of Edward VI in the six years 1547-53. Henry VIII’s split with the Church of Rome had not in itself engendered any major disruption in church practice or parish life, but the accession of Edward VI in 1547 led to the establishment of a distinctly Protestant Church of England, including the abolition of the Catholic mass, the use of English in services, the abolition of celibacy for the clergy and a degree of iconoclasm. There is little evidence that the people of England became committed Protestants in the period – in fact, given the risings of the reign, quite the reverse – but altars were being removed, images destroyed, the fabric of the Church subject to unheard-of upheaval. Churchwardens had more important things on their minds than morris dancing and May games.


The accession of Mary in 1553 signalled a return to the less solemn, more festal approach to church life after Edward VI’s Protestantism. One of Mary’s acts was to order the restoration of altars, images and other trappings to the churches. These, however, had been taken away, broken up or sold, and could not be replaced without expense. Articles were sent out to churches enquiring about the alienation of church goods, and the reply from St Lawrence’s, Reading, is illuminating:53




Debts:


It. uppon John Saunders, th’apparells of the mores dauncers. He saith he delyvered them to Mr Bukland.





This last entry – 15 years after the last recorded activity – may suggest that the use of them was in abeyance.


An atypical morris solo dance has been reported from Grimsthorpe Castle in Lincolnshire in a payment recorded in Richard and Katherine Bertie’s household accounts to ‘a morris dancer’, but the Records of Early English Drama project at the University of Toronto has published the authoritative text which reveals that this was a payment of 2s to ‘a moresse dawnce of Litle Bytam’ (3½ miles away), i.e., to a set of dancers, on 18 May 1562.54


At Crondall in Hampshire in 1555 the parish laid on an entertainment for the visiting Marchioness of Exeter, who was probably staying at nearby Itchel Manor:55




To the mynstrell for playing with the morysplayers before my lady Marques of Exeter 4d





There is no record that the dancers were hired, nor that any money was expended on them, so they had probably existed as a parish resource before that date. At Thame in Oxfordshire, however, which had staged Robin Hood gatherings and May ales for the better part of the last century, ‘9 dorsn daunchyng Bells’ were bought for 3s 6d as part of the preparations for a May ale in 1557, in the first indication of morris dancing there. For the same occasion 13 yards of green cloth were acquired for coats, and minstrels were hired at a cost of £1 for their wages, 8s expenses and 6s board. The Lord of the May Ale was paid 5s. In the same year the rood screen was replaced, and an image of Our Lady erected there, quite possibly from the proceeds of the ale.56


By the time of the early years of the reign of Elizabeth there are records from across the southern half of England (Figure 3.1). At Leicester, 3s was paid ‘for a morris dance of children’ on Palm Sunday 1558; and morris dancers from Spalding (12 miles away) and Whaplode (6 miles) entertained at Long Sutton in Lincolnshire in 1562, receiving 2s and 6s 8d from the churchwardens respectively.57


At West Tarring in Sussex the churchwardens received 5s for the use of their morris bells held ‘in store’ in 1561. To illustrate the vagaries of recording, and the dangers inherent in drawing conclusions from such fragmentary data, it is worth pointing out that the same wardens made an inventory on the same day of ‘All the churche stuffe’, in which list the morris bells are absent.58


At Winterslow, Wiltshire, 16d was paid to hire morris gear in 1564 and 12d in 1567, quite possibly hired from the tailors at Salisbury six miles distant, where in the first of these years 3s 4d had been received for the hire of costumes, suggesting three or four hires a year were being agreed.59 Wandsworth similarly invested in their kit: their morris coats were mended for 4d in 1565 and hired out in 1568 for 2s.60 Morris coats made at Battersea the following year cost 2s.61 At Thatcham, Berkshire, in 1566 dancers’ coats were painted and 60 bells were bought,62 while at Northill in Bedfordshire a servant was sent seven miles to Bedford to get two dozen bells, paper and red lead, morris coats were made, and 5s 8d was spent on morris dancers’ shoes. Three shillings was spent on the morris bells and a vice’s (fool’s) coat was mended. Two years later the shoes were replaced (seven pairs, 5s 10d) and morris bells and leather bought.63 All of these records suggest a thriving profitable trade in the hiring of morris dancers’ costumes.


_____________________


In London, parish and civic festivities in the middle of the 16th century were recorded by Henry Machyn. Machyn was a merchant taylor whose main business was the provision of funeral trappings. Little is known of him except that he kept a vivid diary of events in the capital from 1550 to 1563. He was not concerned with matters of state, nor with his personal life. What he recorded was the life he saw around him: petty crime, accidents, the funerals of prominent citizens (in which he had a professional interest), and above all the pageants and festivities of the court, the civic authorities, the guilds and the parishes.


Notwithstanding the effect of Edward VI’s Protestantism on parish activities, his court itself was not at all sombre or solemn, despite the influence of the Reformation and the ill health of the boy king. Court and public revels were still held; indeed, this was the era of the greatest of the Lords of Misrule, George Ferrars, who staged a series of lavish entertainments for the king. Lords of Misrule presided over licensed disorder, inverting the norms of a society normally acutely aware of rank and its privileges. Machyn recorded one such in his diary for January 1552, when Ferrars, as the King’s Lord of Misrule, came from Greenwich to Tower Wharf by river, and proceeded from there to Cheapside accompanied by knights on horseback, guns and fireworks, musicians, a large retinue of followers, ‘then the mores danse, dansyng with a tabret, and afor 20 of ys consell on horsbake’, then the Lord. All wore ‘a balderyke of yelow and grene abowt ther nekes’.64


Machyn’s is not the only record of this event. The Revels accounts for the Lord of Misrule’s Christmas festivities contain payments for, among other things, costumes for Ferrars and his immediate retinue, a fool, juggler, three dancers who danced a vigorous dance called a trenchmore, 105 uniforms for yeomanry and 20 mail shirts. There are no payments for costumes for some of the elements in the procession to London; in particular, the massed musicians and the morris dancers are not accounted for.65 They were, perhaps, hired in the same way as the guilds’ dancers were hired.


The following year, 1553, Machyn saw a similar event. The King’s Lord of Misrule again came to Tower Wharf with a retinue including ‘ye mores dansse’. On this occasion he was met by the Sheriff’s Lord of Misrule with his own retinue, also including a ‘mores dansse, with tabrett’. Both retinues had baldricks of blue and white; and this year the King’s Lord had (possibly mock) gaolers and prisoners in the procession. All progressed to Cheapside, where the King’s Lord ‘knighted’ the Sheriff’s; then they dined with the Lord Mayor. Thereafter the King’s Lord returned to Tower Wharf, ‘the sreyff’s lord gohyng with hym with torche-lyght, and ther the kinges lord toke ys pynnes [pinnace] with a grett shott of gonnes, and so the shreyffes lord toke ys leyff of ym and cam home merele wyth ys mores dansse danssyng and so forth’. As before, the Revels accounts are silent on many aspects of this performance.66


The visit by one mock lord to the ‘territory’ of another (in this case, that of the City of London), complete with retinue, the observance of inverted or mock ceremonial, and the communal feast, are each elements which have their parallels in the reciprocal entertainments of the parish May games. But none of these wholly follows a hallowed ‘ritual’, for novelty could be introduced from year to year. The King’s Lord was not met by the Sheriff’s in 1552, the livery changed with the year, and the King’s Lord brought some prisoners for added entertainment in the second year.


Two months later Machyn recorded another procession, this time of the sheriff of London, with giants, hobby horse, mounted men, a morris dance, minstrels, armed men, ‘my lo[rd justice?] late behyng lord of myssrulle’, a devil and a sultan, a priest shriving Jack-a-Lent (a straw effigy used as a scapegoat), and a pageant car with minstrels.67 This motley array goes to show that many of its elements existed independently of one another, just as a carnival procession today will have generally predictable elements, such as floats and marching bands, but their particular form and any extra displays will vary according to the ingenuity, enterprise and resources of the participants.


Machyn recorded May games with morris dancers and other entertainments at Westminster and St Martin’s in the Fields in 1555 and in Fenchurch Street in 1557. The May game he reported on 24 June 1559 at St John Zachary’s had a giant, guns, drums, pageants, the nine worthies, St George and the dragon, morris dancers, Robin Hood, Little John, Friar Tuck and Maid Marion. The next day the same May game went to entertain Queen Elizabeth at Greenwich (a journey of over five miles, or six by river).68 This gallimaufry combined elements of the former guild processions with parish May games.


Although the king and sheriffs sanctioned Lords of Misrule, the fear of civil disorder among the populace at large remained high at all times during this period. In the spring of 1554 the Lord Mayor and aldermen, on Queen Mary’s behalf, charged that no-one should prepare any ‘mayegame or moryce dawnce or eny enterludes or Stage playes, or sett upp any maner of maye pole … or sounde eny drume for the gathering of eny people’; and ordered that any maypoles already set up should be taken down.69 One of Machyn’s earliest entries reflects the same attitude. On 26 May 1552 (Ascension Day, often the beginning of Whitsuntide festivities) Machyn recorded that a maypole had been erected in Fenchurch parish, with accompanying morris dancers and a giant, but that the Lord Mayor ordered its immediate taking down and destruction.70 The specific reasons for these prohibitions are not made clear.


The overarching impression of this period is of uncontentious enjoyment of feasts and parades, supported by significant financial investment by parish, guild or town. Where opposition was voiced it was on the grounds of fear of disorder rather than any view of the moral rightness of such activities.
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Chapter 4


The first 120 years


Before moving on to the developments over the next century, there is the matter of the surviving early iconography to consider. This is inherently speculative in that our interpretations are based on post facto assertions that the images in question do depict morris dancers. Contemporary records do not tell us.


The fifteenth-century ornamental vessels and tapestry described in Chapter 1 do not survive and we know little of their appearance.


Two sixteenth-century sets of images which do survive appear to be related to each other and perhaps can give some insight into the ways in which images of ‘morris’ were transmitted in the 15th and 16th centuries. Both of them are well known to morris researchers, but the exact nature and the closeness of their relationship is not always recognised. Moreover, comparisons tend to be made at the level of the entire image, not at the level of the individual images within them.


These two images are the Betley window, now in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Figure 4.1) but originally from Betley Hall in Staffordshire, and a carved panel from Lancaster Castle (Figure 4.2). Both probably date from the mid 16th century. There are other images which have been asserted to depict ‘morris’ but none is convincing, being too early and unsupported by contemporary textual evidence, and/or choreographically distant from what we know of the dance at this stage – for example solo dancers, or dancers lacking bells, or holding swords.




[image: Figure 4.1: The Betley window (Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London, C.248-1976).]


Figure 4.1: The Betley window (Image © Victoria and Albert Museum, London, C.248-1976).







[image: Figure 4.2: Lancaster Castle panel (Image courtesy of Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, Picture Folders/Folder 6/20).]


Figure 4.2: Lancaster Castle panel (Image courtesy of Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, Picture Folders/Folder 6/20).





The Betley window consists of 12 diamond-shaped quarries set into plain glass in a window 28 inches by 14 inches. From left to right, top to bottom, the images in four rows of three are a fool, three images of dancers, a maypole, a musician, a dancer, a hobby horse, two images of dancers, a lady holding a flower, and a friar.


The window has been well known for 250 years, being mentioned in one of the earliest essays touching on the dance, in Samuel Johnson’s and George Steevens’s critical edition of Shakespeare’s works (1778).1 This was written by George Tollet of Betley Hall in Staffordshire, the original home of the window. (See Chapter 10 for a discussion of the essay.) The dating is problematic. The Victoria and Albert Museum suggests that the window was made c. 1621 when the Hall was built, and notes that the dark blue colour used in the window was not produced before 1550.2 If the window is of the 17th century, then it becomes a politically charged statement in the context of the dissensions of the time. If it dates from the Marian period or the early part of Elizabeth’s reign then it is a much more innocent affirmation of the sentiment expressed in the window’s quarry of a maypole, ‘A Mery May’.


The Lancaster Castle panel is a small carved wooden panel (14 inches long). The panel is difficult to date and when the Victoria and Albert Museum was asked for an opinion in 1933 it could suggest only ‘sixteenth century’. It may be relevant that the castle was refurbished by Queen Elizabeth about 1580.3 The figures are, left to right, a lady, a musician, four dancers and a fool.


The images are related in a complex way. Analysis of the postures reveals that several, but not all, of the figures in the window and the panel are apparently based on a copperplate engraving by Israhel van Meckenem from about 1490, of which several prints survive. It has been surmised that the van Meckenem engraving (Figure 4.3) was intended as the basis for a design for a piece of gold ware.4 The work appears to have direct influence on the two English images. The image is different from van Meckenem’s roundel later called ‘Moriskentanz’, reproduced as Figure 1.1 (p. 9). In the fullest catalogue of his work it is described as ‘Querfüllung mit dem Tanz der Verliebten’ (‘Panel with the Dance of the Lovers’).5 Several examples of prints from the engraving are known, scattered throughout Europe. There are examples in Cambridge, London and Oxford, and it is clear that it had some currency in artistic circles. On stylistic grounds the engraving is confidently dated to the 1490s. It was much copied, and in some copies the figures are reversed left-right.




[image: Figure 4.3: Israhel van Meckenem, Panel with the Dance of the Lovers (in Francis Douce, Illustrations of Shakspeare, plate VIII, London: Longman Hurst, Rees & Orme, 1807).]


Figure 4.3: Israhel van Meckenem, Panel with the Dance of the Lovers (in Francis Douce, Illustrations of Shakspeare, plate VIII, London: Longman Hurst, Rees & Orme, 1807).





The image consists of three dancers on the left, a fool, a central lady holding an apple, a pipe-and-taborer, and three dancers on the right. The dancers are all in contorted postures, a common depiction in European iconography. Two of them wear bells at ankles and wrists.


The figures in the Betley window are left-right reversed in relation to the others, and in the following comparisons those figures have been flipped to match them. The relationships and correspondences between the images are shown in Figure 4.4, and the images based on van Meckenem’s third dancer are shown in Figure 4.5. Seven of van Meckenem’s images can be seen in the window, but one of the dancers is unmatched in each. Betley introduces a new image for the fool, and of course has new images for the maypole, hobby horse and friar absent in van Meckenem.




[image: Figure 4.4: Correspondences of van Meckenem, Betley and Lancaster Castle images.]


Figure 4.4: Correspondences of van Meckenem, Betley and Lancaster Castle images.







[image: Figure 4.5: Van Meckenem’s third dancer image and its correlates in Betley window and Lancaster Castle panel.]


Figure 4.5: Van Meckenem’s third dancer image and its correlates in Betley window and Lancaster Castle panel.





The presence and position of circlets of bells varies between the images. Only two of van Meckenem’s dancers wear bells, while all of the Betley dancers have them. However, the position of the bells does not match. Where van Meckenem has bells at ankle and wrist they have been replaced by bells at the knee in Betley, but other Betley images have bells at the ankle not copied directly from van Meckenem. The delineation of the Lancaster panel figures is much less clear, and bells are generally not visible except perhaps at the knee of one dancer. The maypole, hobby horse and friar tie the Betley window very closely to what we know of English May games, and in turn the link to May games strengthens the identification of the dancers as morris dancers. The Lancaster panel has a distinct ‘lady’ but otherwise copies the window, including two figures introduced by the window artist.


The copying of the images means that little can be said with any certainty about the appearance of the figures. The costumes, for example, give no clue as to the dating. Although the lady is undoubtedly copied (given the cut of the dresses and the holding of an apple or a flower), in the window she has a crown instead of the conical hennin. She may represent the Lady of the May game rather than the Maid Marion, but the presence of the friar suggests a Robin Hood play may be involved. The hobby horse’s bonnet hat is distinctly Tudor, and the cheeks of the face of the human ‘rider’ of the hobby horse are pierced by two daggers. This is entirely enigmatic. Christopher Cawte has pointed out that the only other information we have relevant to this depiction is from Ben Jonson’s 1599 play Every Man out of his Humour where a hobby-horse dancer describes his proficiency, including ‘I have the method … for the daggers in the nose’.6


The lady on the left in the Lancaster panel is carrying a ladle and may be a Maid Marion figure, collecting money. However, the Lancaster panel also depicts what appears to be a boy personating a woman as the first dancer, with short hair and apparently fake breasts. The figure may be intended to be unclad but the carving around the loins is close to the codpieces represented in the original van Meckenem print. ‘Adam and Eve’ was a common theme in medieval and early modern pageants, with the actors wearing netting to simulate nudity.


The fact that the Betley window’s images are reversed but the Lancaster panel’s images are not suggests that there was an intermediate image following on from van Meckenem’s, which introduced the Betley fool and a new dancer figure, and which was then copied at both Betley (reversing the images) and Lancaster. This implies that this was a group of images circulating quite widely in England in the 16th century, of which the surviving examples are just a fraction.


_____________________


This is an appropriate moment to pause to review what the first 120 years of records tell us. This work does not attempt to explain the ‘origin’ of morris dances. There are those, for example Violet Alford and more recently Juan Antonio Urbeltz, who have sought or identified close parallels in other current or recent European traditions.7 Given the inherent fluidity of dance forms, the centuries of development in their local milieux, and the lack of documentary sources, it is difficult to give any credence to theories which rely on such parallels. Moreover, it is important to distinguish four aspects in talking about the history and origins of morris (and any other kind of) dancing. Each of them may be subject to different influences in their development. The first is the name – this is essentially a question of etymology. Second is the choreography – the dance qua dance. The third is what may be termed the appurtenances of the dance – the non-choreographic performance elements, such as costume and characters, which distinguish it from other forms. Finally, there is the sociocultural context of performance.


We discussed the etymology in Chapter 1. The most common phonetic form suggests an immediate source in Flanders (a part of Burgundy), but at the same time we must acknowledge that this is not supported by explicit documentary evidence in Flemish from the region’s towns, nor from the Burgundian court, where the French-language forms occur. The form in /sk/ suggests a parallel borrowing from French morisque. It is not at all surprising that the two main forms of the word in early records point to our nearest geographical neighbours, Flanders and France.


The bilingual Spousells of the Princess Mary (see p. 13) is valuable corroboration that a moresk can be the same as a morisk, which can translate ‘moresca’ (a term which we encounter in European accounts); and that the performance can be described as a ‘Moorish game/play’. The Latin text also distinguishes between this and the dances. Contemporary usages of the words strongly indicate that the reference was to things Moorish, and that the particular form of the word was not particularly significant, in that different forms could be applied to the same item or event. If there is any distinction to be made, it is that morisks are most often court entertainments and seem to be specifically devised for an occasion. Morris dances may be devised, but equally a set of dancers may be hired, or simply rewarded upon their appearance. Moreover, ‘morris’ is most often qualified explicitly as a dance, ‘morisk’ not.


As for choreographic elements, at this stage we have only tentative indications. The numbers apparently involved in dances varies. The payment by the Goldsmiths in 1448 implies perhaps seven participants, with a similar number involved in the court display in 1502. At Kingston there is stronger evidence for four dancers, but with supernumeraries; and perhaps two more dancers were added in the second year of attested performance, when more shoes were bought. At Reading five pairs of shoes were bought, perhaps for four dancers and a supernumerary.


Some of the early translating dictionaries can shed some light on choreography. The earliest, Horman’s Vulgaria of 1519, is idiosyncratic:8




Let us daunce the haye/shypmens/sarson/and maurys daunce: Saltemus geranion





– i.e., ‘Let us do the crane dance’, possibly alluding to the leaping dance of that name known from Ancient Greece, in which the dancers trace the path of a labyrinth.9 In 1530 Palsgrave equated English ‘morris’ with French ‘morisque’ – he was but the first of many lexicographers to make that equation in translation – while also indicating perhaps an association with loss of inhibition (debrise = ‘break up’):10




Let us daunce a morrasse this Christmasse: Dancons une morisque ce temps de nouel;


I foote a daunce or morisque: Je me debrise





Thomas Cooper’s 1548 dictionary is even more informative. Cooper sees the use of hand gestures as being a distinguishing and defining characteristic of the dance:11




Chironomia, …, a facion of gesture with the hands, used in dauncynge, as in a morys daunce, or in kervyng of meate ...


Chironomia saltatio, the morys daunce.


Chironomus, …, he that teacheth one to make gesture, or he that daunceth with gesture of the handes in a morys.





As for figures, the court dances appear to have a lady as a central figure but there is no hint of the same in the guild morris. In Kingston there is a female character, who may be a translation of the courtly lady onto the Maid Marion figure of May games or Robin Hood games.


Apart from Cooper’s 1552 definition of the dance as requiring hand gestures, we have no other information about the elements of the dance at this time except for a broadside ballad of 1569, ‘Good Fellows Must Go Learn to Dance’:12




A bande of belles in Bauderycke wyse


would decke us in our kynde a:


A shurte after the Moryce guyse,


to flounce it in the wynde a.


A wyffler for to make the waye,


and maye brought in with all a:


Is braver then the Sunne I saye,


and passeth round or brall a.


For we wyll tripe so tricke and gaye,


that we wyll passe them all a.





‘Tripping’ the dance is not very informative, but the dance is claimed to be better than a round or brawl (bransle). An earlier verse speaks of ‘a Braule come out of France’, so this verse is implicitly celebrating the Englishness of the morris – the first such text to do so. This is also the first mention of a whiffler to clear a space for the dancers (although Stow, writing later, mentions them in his description of the earlier Midsummer Watch processions).


Our third thread takes in the typical costume elements of the dance. The bells on baldricks mentioned in the ‘Good Fellows’ ballad are not otherwise attested, but it also has an indication of a loose shirt. In the 16th century the chief costume elements mentioned in connection with dancers are special coats, often painted (22 references), and bells (27 references). Hats and shoes are each mentioned on nine occasions, and baldricks on three.


The coats at Stirling in 1505 were made of red and blue taffeta; at Kingston in 1507 the garments were ‘painted’ and adorned with tinsel. The Scottish hats cost more than the coats and took 39¾ ells of material. If these are Scottish ells that is about 120 feet, 20 feet for each dancer: if French ells (being delivered to a Frenchman), half as much again. In contrast, the hats at Kingston cost just 6d, 1½d each, and must have been modest affairs. At this stage there is no explicit reference to scarves, napkins or handkerchiefs, all of which appear later. Instead the allusions are to special shirts or coats and the images show streamers attached to the arms and shoulders. Shoes are mentioned only at Kingston (4s 4d for four in 1507, 14d for two further pairs in 1508). In the Lanherne morisk of 1466 48 bells were bought for 3s; at Kingston in 1507 12d (1s) was spent on bells for the four dancers.


From the parish entries it would seem that morris bells were in great demand. For the single year 1567/68 we have records of the amounts of various goods landed at the port of London. In that period, over 10,000 morris bells were imported into the country: surely indicative of a growth industry.13

OEBPS/html/images/p039-01.jpg
[Farish
+ 1507-1527
X 1528-1548
0 1549-1569
% 1507-1527 & 1528-1548
® 1507-1527,1528-1548 &

civie
5 1507-1527
< 1528-1548
 1549-1569

Compiaint

—m 154e-1509

@






OEBPS/html/images/p010-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/p045-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/p045-02.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/p043-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/p009-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/9781803273860.jpg
The Ancient English

Morris Dance

Michael Heaney






OEBPS/html/images/p044-02.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/p044-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/pub.jpg





