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Introduction





This book has been growing and developing in my head for over thirty years, although I was not really aware of what I was embarking on when I first began collecting and sorting primary materials. At the outset I started gathering snippets of source materials unsystematically just for the fun of having the information. What I really wanted was a great big book that had the whole history of morris dancing laid out in it in exquisite detail, backed up with copious exotic quotations, my odds and ends of data being a poor substitute for me until the real thing should show up. Quite early in the process of collecting I realized that the book I was looking for did not exist, but it was only about ten years ago that I decided that I had to write it myself. Thus, what I have done here is to write just exactly the kind of book that, had I not written it, I would love to read and reread.


Yet in a strange sense I did not exactly write the book. Other scholars will understand me when I say that great sections of this book wrote themselves, with me simply acting as the vehicle for getting the ideas on paper. The fact is that the primary sources tell their own story when they are probed deeply enough. What I have tried to do here is put those sources together in a way that they belong naturally, and put a framework around them so that they can tell their own story.


It was the sources themselves that first pulled me away from that old chestnut, ‘What are the origins of morris dancing?’ — which is not a very good question anyway — to the much more interesting study of how morris dances have evolved and developed over the centuries. In fact, trying to discover the ‘origins’ of any longstanding and complex tradition is undoubtedly a lost cause from the outset.


Most important, the problem of ‘origins’ is almost impossible to formulate in such a way that makes sense. What counts as the ‘origin’ of any traditional custom? Is there such a thing as an ancestorless ancestor? What criteria does the scholar use to say, ‘Further back I need not go’? And even if these questions had answers, what ultimately would be the point in finding some remote forebear of painting eggs at Easter or hanging up mistletoe at Christmas? We cannot justifiably argue that people paint eggs at Easter, for example, because the egg was sacred to Eostre, the Anglo-Saxon goddess of spring. This is patently not true. Most people have never heard of Eostre. There may be a temporal link between the two but not a causal one. There may be cultural links as well – the egg can symbolize regeneration and renewal for the modern Christian and the pagan of antiquity – but there are as many differences in the meanings of the customs of the two eras as similarities.


Modern anthropologists and folklorists avoid the problem of origins by focusing their efforts on discovering the meaning of contemporary customs (the ‘texts’) by virtue of their place in their current social and cultural milieu (the ‘context’). This text-in-context approach has been extraordinarily successful in exploring the riches of symbolic behaviour, but just because of its evident achievements we need not tip the balance all the way to one side, concentrating all our energy on the present to the complete exclusion of the past. There is a considerable theoretical and methodological difference between seeking the origin of custom and tracing its development over time.


Nor need a developmental approach to customs be at odds with the text-in-context school; on the contrary, it can benefit from the methods. There is no theoretical impediment to studying the role of eggs at Easter in 1990, 1890, 1790 … and so on (or 1990, 1980, 1970 …) as far back as one wishes to go, noting changes in the ‘texts’ and ‘contexts’ along the way, and perhaps suggesting mechanisms to explain the changes. Such an approach must inevitably provide fresh insights into the nature of customs and their role in society, and contribute to a better understanding of human history. Many anthropologists do this as a matter of course, returning to the field at regular intervals so as to add a temporal dimension to their works.


In analysing customs developmentally the problem is not theoretical but empirical: the data simply do not exist, at least not in any convenient form. The would-be student of Easter egg history has too many gaps to fill between 1990 and 599 AD to make the project more than a speculative fantasy. To be sure there is a glimpse here or there – maybe a diary entry made by a visiting prelate from Rome in 1520 noting an example of egg rolling on his perambulations, or a line in a domestic account book for 1635 for egg dye – but these are paltry in comparison with the ocean of ignorance.


Such was the case for morris dancing in Britain for most of this century. The date of the earliest reference to a dance called ‘morris’ has long been set at 1458, but data for the next 500 years are sparse and hard to come by, with almost all the detailed information belonging to the period 1890 onward. Thus, attempts in the past to recreate anything approximating a developmental history have been woven from fine gossamers indeed. To rectify the data shortfall I began to rationalize my collection of odds and ends into a formal database of all known primary sources, whatever their quality or size. After several years of conflating bibliographies, searching old documents, and scanning likely texts, it became clear that a complete listing from 1458 to the present was beyond my individual resources; the period would have to be divided up somehow.


In the end it was the source materials themselves that suggested a chronological division in the middle of the eighteenth century. After around 1750 the dances and their contexts described in the sources tend to be like the forms that are familiar to contemporary researchers. Prior to that time they are generally quite different, even though some strands are reasonably continuous. Basically the dances prior to 1750 are considerably more diverse in form and context than those afterwards. Thus began the ‘Early Morris Archive and Database’ – a listing and bibliography of all sources from 1458 to 1750. In the process of compiling sources I discovered that Michael Heaney of the Bodleian Library was attempting something similar, and so we pooled our resources and worked jointly to produce Annals of Early Morris (Heaney and Forrest 1991).


Although primary sources will no doubt continue to trickle in forever (right now they appear at the rate of about one per month), it is clear that the archive is comprehensive enough to begin the task of creating a developmental history of morris dancing that is founded on a solid base of primary materials, and not, as in the past, dependent more on imagination than on empirical substance.


Because of these data riches I can set certain critical goals for the current work. First, I can avoid all anachronistic analysis. It has been common in past histories to use descriptions of the dance from one era to flesh out sources from another. This approach would be legitimate only if it could be definitively proven that the dance had not changed from century to century, but because changes in the dance are the principal subject of inquiry, it is ruled out. All data are to be rigorously confined to supporting descriptions and analyses within appropriate time periods. Second, I can generalize concerning dance forms without being simplistic. In some eras the data suggest a complex picture, and I intend to explore this picture without the kind of harmful reduction that eliminates inconvenient data for the sake of a neat hypothesis.


Beyond these methodological aims my concerns are straightforward. I wish to chart the flow of dance ideas in time and space. Most particularly I wish to document the passage of dance ideas between groups of people who are conventionally thought of as quite distinct when talking about folk customs. There is no question that in the sixteenth century, for example, dance ideas passed between nobles and peasants. The study of the mechanism for the transmission of these ideas, and how they were changed in the process, ought to be of intrinsic interest to all historians.


Yet this study is much more than an exploration of the diffusion of a dance. To begin with, even a cursory examination of the database shows that there was never a time when one could speak of the morris dance (nor is this true today). Under the rubric morris’ have been included solo jigs, country dances for couples, maypole dances, sword fighting dances, and mimes, to name a few. Thus a simple analysis of the geographic spread of ‘morris’ would not be appropriate. Rather, what is needed is a detailed investigation of the evolution of each dance idea and how these strands affected one another. Furthermore, a simple spatial diffusion model would miss the critical importance of the social contexts of the dances, which varied from royal courts to village streets, but not in absolute correlation with dance types. There were probably at least three different morris dance types performed on the stage in the early seventeenth century, for example.


Following the many threads and their contexts reveals a rich tapestry woven into England’s history and, just as important, elaborates and often challenges a number of cherished ideas concerning English culture at critical junctures. Therefore, this work spreads its analytic and empirical net well beyond the mere recounting of the evolution of choreographic forms. It is often necessary to delve deeply into the form and function of the contexts of the dances in order to understand fully the ways the dances are structured into these contexts, and to gain further clues from this contextual information concerning the nature of the dances. As such, the work is as much about the social history of dance contexts as of the dances themselves.


Above all these specific goals, I wish to use the fine-grained details of the developmental history of morris dancing as a case study for reflections on a much more general and analytic plane concerning the cultural transmission of ideas over time and space, evolution in the arts and aesthetic forms, the sources of creativity and innovation in culture, and the interplay between aesthetics and other arenas of cultural life. These reflections permeate the work and are drawn together at the end. My hope is to show, in principle, how the most exacting dissection of the smallest events on the most local of scales can op—en out into visions of the universal.











The History of Morris Dancing, 1458–1750















1

Theories of Origin







Few modern academics have been willing to undertake a thorough analysis of morris dancing in its historical context because the field has been hopelessly dogged by a series of preconceptions imposed upon it by folklorists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These preconceptions stem from an almost obsessional concern for the origin of the dances, which quest has in turn led generation after generation of devotees into extravagant flights of fantasy. As a prelude to the analysis of the historical materials it is useful, therefore, to consider why the concern for origins has been so perennially attractive, where this concern has taken generations of scholars, and what its many pitfalls are.


Interest in the origins of morris dancing is almost as old as the oldest of primary sources themselves; all theories of origin, old and new, come with political or social or ideological or intellectual agendas attached, although these agendas are rarely acknowledged explicitly by their authors. What is certainly a continuing curiosity is that morris dancing’s own history had been forgotten almost as soon as the dances appeared in the primary record in England, so that the earliest hypotheses varied greatly and seem to consist largely of unsupported armchair theorizing. From these earliest days speculation has been endless and wildly diverse, although some themes have proven enduring.


Possibly the oldest belief concerning origins, and the most doggedly persistent in contemporary popular consciousness, comes from attacks on morris dancing by Elizabethan Puritans in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. Theirs was an argument of guilt by association; that is, morris dancing is the work of the devil, paganism is the religion of the devil, therefore morris dancing is pagan. This argument has neither logic nor evidence on its side but its conclusion has had an endless appeal.


Actually the Puritan polemicists were not concerned with morris dancing specifically but, rather, were railing against a whole raft of customs including Whitsun ales, May games, maypoles, and the like, which they found ungodly and reprehensible. The following diatribe from 1585 is a representative example of the kind of polemical argument by assertion used by the Elizabethan Puritans to link all these customs together and to associate them with paganism:1




whereas a heathenish and ungodly custom hath bene used before time in many partes of this lande about this season of the yeare [Whitsun] to have Church Ales, May games, morish dances, and other vaine pastimes upon the Sabath Dayes, and other dayes appointed for common prayer, which they have pretended to be for the relief of theire Churches, but in-dede hath bene only a meanes to feed the mindes of the people and specially of the youth with vaine sight which is a strange perswasion among Christians, that they cannot by any other means of contribution repaire theire churches but must first do sacrifice to the Devil with Drunkenes and Dancing and other ungodly wantonnes.


(Atkinson 1963, 245)2





Throughout the period of Puritan struggle for the control of the English church the same perception of morris and other customs was continually reasserted with no more evidence or logic, but with the growing certitude born of endless repetition, as in this extract from the Quarter Sessions Order Book of 1655 from Henley in Arden:




… the court was informed that vsually heretofore there haue beene att Henley in Arden in this County severall vnlawfull meeteings of idle & vain persons about this time of yeare for erectinge of MayPoles and mayBushes and for vseinge of Morris dances and other heatheanish and vnlawfull Customs …


(Warw RO QS 40/1 f 202v; see also Ratcliff and Johnson 1937, 275)





A century later some clerics were still making the same argument, as in this fragment of a now lost open letter from a minister in Stow on the Wold to his parishioners, dated 1736:




Morris Dances, so called, are nothing else but reliques of Paganism.


(Brand 1849, 1:227)





In the nineteenth century this and kindred references were used by John Brand in his Observations on the Popular Antiquities of Great Britain (Brand 1849) as ‘evidence’ that many of the folk customs of Britain originated in paganism. But of course it is no evidence at all, merely the continued repetition of unsupported assertions from bygone eras.


From Brand the notion of pagan origins became entrenched in popular works that used him as a source, and thus it entered the mainstream of twentieth-century folklore. This notion has been by far the most popular speculation on origins, persisting in popular works down to the present day, and is also the most commonly articulated point of view by revivalist morris dancers at the present time. Nowadays the notion of pagan origins has a mysterious and romantic appeal, even though now, as in the sixteenth century, there is absolutely no evidence to support the belief, and a mounting body of evidence to suggest that it is quite mistaken.


Almost as soon as the idea of pagan origins was developed, competing hypotheses emerged, based on very different agendas. The classicism of the seventeenth century, for example, sought an origin for morris in classical antiquity, the commonest hypothesis being that it was invented by Pyrrhus, son of Achilles. This idea seems to have been ventured first by Philemon Holland in his translation of the works of Pliny the Younger:




The Curets taught to daunce in armour; and Pyrrhus the Morisk, in order of battell; and both of these were taken up first in Crete … In the late solemnitie of tournois and swordfight at the sharpe, which Germanicus Caesar exhibited to gratifie the people, the elephants were seen to shew pastime with leaping and keeping a stirre, as if they daunced, after a rude and disorderly manner. A common thing it was among them … to encounter and meet together in fight like sword-fencers, and to make good sport in a kind of Moriske dance.


(Holland 1601, 189, 192–3)





From this conjecture of translation came the general idea, to be found in dictionaries throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, that the classical dance called saltatio pyrricha (i.e., the Pyrrhic — the war dance in armour of the ancient Greeks) was either a precursor of, or identical with morris. John Minsheu gives a characteristic interpretation:




Saltatio Pyrricha. Πυῤῥίχη ὄρχησις, a Pyrrho inuentore, & authore vnde πυῤῥιχίζω, pyrricham salto, & πυῤῥιχισὴς, i. pyrrhicho saltator, i. a Morice-dancer. Nota Pyrrhum hanc saltationem in armis militibus instituit.


(Minsheu 1617, 315)





An origin for the morris in antiquity was highly desirable for classicists because it elevated the dance in the eyes of the learned from something rude and unworthy of interest to an object worthy of admiration akin to a newly unearthed marble statue, now broken and fragmentary but still showing all the beauty of classical lines.


Towards the middle of the seventeenth century the theory of classical origins for the morris found competition in a speculation (based on the etymology of the words ‘morris’ and ‘morisco’) that the dance came to England from Spain, but ultimately derived from the Moors. Contemporary supporters of the Pyrrhic origin explicitly rejected reasoning based on names and etymology, as in Edward Phillips’s dictionary:




Morisco, (Span.) a moor, also a kind of Dance which seemeth to be the same as that which the Greeks call Pyrrhica, we vulgarly call it the Morris Dance, as it were the Moorish Dance.


(Phillips 1658a, sig. Cc4)





Phillips implies here that the name is part of the popular debasement of the classical form, thus prefiguring later intellectual discussions of popular entertainments as corruptions of earlier elite forms. Nonetheless, the notion of a Moorish genesis was attractive, imputing an exotic quality to the dance. The first attempt to expound the Spanish/Moorish origins appears in Christopher Wase’s commentary on his translation of Grati Falisci Cynegeticon:




Those of the East us’d to wear bells about their legs in ornament: thus the Jews, Isa. 3.16.18. And the leaping about with bells ty’d on the legs after an Hoboy, and a Horse, is not originally an European frolique, though brought amongst us by Spaine, but the name imports to dance Alla Moresca.


(Wase 1654, 76)





The hypothesis that the dance came to England from Morocco via Spain became a mainstay of dictionaries and commentaries from the mid-seventeenth century onwards, and represents an attempt to apply scientific reasoning to cultural data. The speculation of origins in the Greek pyrrhic, by contrast, was no more than armchair reflection with little or no data to support it. First, there are no primary sources for descriptions of the classical pyrrhic, so there is no way to determine whether seventeenth-century morris was like it or not. Second, there is no clear mechanism by which a classical Greek dance, with semimythic origins of its own, travelled to and became rooted in rural England.


The reasoning behind the Spanish/Moorish hypothesis is largely implicit in the sources and is flawed in several respects. But it represents a step forward in historical theorizing. The argument may be summarized in a series of steps:




	Cognate forms of the word ‘morris’ exist in most European languages.


	All the cognates appear to mean ‘Moorish.’


	Dances using these cognate names must, therefore, be Moorish in origin (especially since in some languages cognates are construed in phrases such as danza alla moresca, or dance à la moresque, meaning ‘dance in the style of Moors’).


	Moorish customs in general – moresque work, Moorish architecture, etc. — came to Europe via Spain during the Moorish occupation.


	Morris/Moorish dances are, therefore, likely to have come to Europe via Spain.





To some extent the inference that the morris was Moorish in origin carried the implication that it was wild and exotic (certainly a suitable origin and prototype for rustic dances), but the theory also conveniently fit an aesthetic impulse of musicians and dancing masters in the mid-seventeenth century to expropriate non-Western forms or, at least, to incorporate into their inventions their notion of what these forms should be like. The morisco’ was a conventional exotic piece for a number of Caroline dancing masters. There are, for example, five moriscoes in the 1670 edition of John Playford’s violin tutorial and compendium, Apollo’s Banquet (Playford 1670).


The Moorish origins theory is thus in direct contrast to the pyrrhic theory. The latter argues that the morris originated in an elite form that over time was debased and corrupted until it became the contemporary rural tradition, whereas the former proposes that contemporary ‘primitive’ dances must have a primitive origin. Thus, speculations on the origin of the dance in particular regions or eras veil more complex social notions of the development of traditional customs – notions which continued in relatively similar form into the twentieth century.


It is interesting to note that while simplistic theories of origin held sway in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (that is, imputing a single point and place of origin), there was at least one attempt to introduce the possibility of syncretism and evolutionary development, albeit in slightly scoffing manner. Francis Peck commenting on Milton’s masque Comus, in which there is a metaphorical allusion to morris, repeats the Spanish/Moorish theory with a slight twist:




The morris or moorish dance was first brought into England, as I take it, in Edward III. time, when John of Gaunt returned from Spain, where he had been to assist his father-in-law, Peter K. of Castile, against Henry the bastard. This dance was usually performed abroad by an equal number of young men, who danced in their shirts with ribands & little bells about their legs. But here in England they always have an odd person besides, being a boy dressed in a girl’s habit, whom they called Maid Marian … I cannot forbear observing on the boy dressed in girl’s cloaths introduced into this dance, that tho’ the young folks of England had, by this Spanish expedition, got a new diversion, yet they could not forbear dashing it with their old favorit one of Maid Marian.


(Peck 1740, 135–6)





This analysis suffers from a lack of primary data to support it (John of Gaunt was in Spain in the mid-fourteenth century, yet morris dancing does not show up in the English records until the second half of the fifteenth), but it does attempt to address some critical questions in the diffusionist model of dance development. First, he proposes an answer to how and when the dance got from Spain to England — previous theorists had simply assumed that it had, based on the indirect evidence at their disposal. But Peck envisages English and Spanish troops meeting in friendly circumstances and exchanging fads and fashions (as they are generally wont to do). Furthermore, he imagines a direct trade of peasant customs (including morris dance) between men of the agricultural working classes, who formed the backbone of medieval armies. Thus he initiated the general search for ways and means for the ‘folk’ to act as vehicles for the transmission of ‘folk arts’ across Europe, working on the assumption that such arts always existed in a particular socioeconomic plane and tended to diffuse laterally between similar classes in different regions, rather than vertically between different classes. Second, Peck provides a solution to the question of how a Spanish import could involve such an obviously English character as Maid Marian. The answer, which seems to have eluded his predecessors (and was ruled out of court by many later scholars), was syncretism — even if his statements are hopelessly anachronistic and his tone towards English practitioners condescending.


Peck was responding to trends in antiquarianism that appeared in rudimentary form in the eighteenth century — to be greatly refined and elaborated in the nineteenth – that allowed for traditional forms to change and develop as they diffused and migrated across cultures. Thus Francis Douce in his classic essay, ‘A Dissertation on the Ancient Morris Dance’ (Douce 1807), proposes that the morris was not carried directly from Spain to England (because there is a lack of data to support this hypothesis) and, instead, proposes a general diffusionist model whereby the dance travelled slowly up through France and the Low Countries, arriving in England in the mid-fifteenth century (when primary sources begin to show up). Syncretism and evolution are inevitable associates of the process of diffusion:




The genuine Moorish or Morisco dance was, no doubt, very different from the European morris-, but there is scarcely an instance in which a fashion or amusement that has been borrowed from a distant region has not in its progress through other countries undergone such alterations as have much obscured its origin.


(Douce 1807, 433)





Douce thus brings us into the nineteenth century where the investigation of the origins and evolution of forms spanned almost all academic disciplines. Douce’s arguments might have been accepted by late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century scholars because of their evolutionary flavour — but many branches of folklore, for political reasons, bucked the academic trend of the times and became antievolutionary and antidiffusionist.


Indeed, in the late-nineteenth century folklorists had the choice of whether to treat folk materials in an evolutionary framework or not, and they mostly chose not to. The clue to why is given by the name that folk materials had had before the coinage of the term ‘folk-lore,’ that is, ‘popular antiquities.’ Folk practices, under the rubric popular antiquities, had long been treated by collectors and scholars of culture as something like cultural atavisms — behaviours that had had a specific meaning and purpose in bygone eras but which had largely been forgotten.


This point of view had been popular in anthropology in the nineteenth century spawning some of the classics of the era, such as The Golden Bough by James George Frazer and Primitive Culture by E.B. Tylor. Tylor proposed a general evolutionary theory of culture, but suggested that running counter to cultural development was a conservative force that ensured the survival of a great many ‘primitive’ customs into later evolutionary stages. This became known as the ‘doctrine of survivals’ and was his way of explaining seemingly irrational cultural practices such as modern superstitions. They appear irrational only because their primitive origins are lost to us, and their status as ‘survivals’ from more archaic cultures has been forgotten.


Frazer’s analysis of the origins of morris is a typical example of the doctrine of survivals in practice:




It is … worth observing that in some places the dancers of Plough Monday, who attended the plough in its peregrinations through the streets and fields, are described as morrisdancers. If the description is correct, it implies that they had bells attached to their costume … for the chief characteristic of the morris-dance is that the performers wear bells fastened to their legs which jingle at every step. We may suppose that if the men who ran and capered beside the plough on Plough Monday really wore bells, the original intention of this appendage to their costume was either to dispel the demons who might hinder the growth of the corn, or to waken the spirits of vegetation from their long winter sleep.


(Frazer 1907–15, 9: 250–1)





Although anthropology subsequently rejected Tylor’s and Frazer’s theories, folklore (especially in Britain), continued to embrace them, thereby retaining the general notion of folk behaviour as atavistic. Cecil Sharp, the great twentieth-century collector and revivalist of morris dances, whose theories of origin still reverberate throughout popular literature, is entirely Frazerian in tone:




There is reason to believe that the Mumming-play and the Sword-dance are no more than survivals of different aspects of the same primitive rite; and the fact that both are often called by the country people ‘Morris-dances’ is, perhaps, evidence that the tradition of this common origin still lingers in the minds of the country people. Little more than a cursory examination is needed to see that the same central idea permeates all three of them. Originally expressions of religious belief, in which the idea was as essential as the form, they have passed by various stages and along devious paths into the inspiriting dances and quaint dramas with which we are now familiar.


(Sharp 1912–24, 1:13)





The reasons why folklore took an essentially nonevolutionary, nondiffusionist stance are complex; the sociopolitical climate in which the discipline was founded requires exploring. This will also help to explain why morris dance scholarship took the peculiar path that it did (and also how a great many misunderstandings about English traditional customs have come to be so deeply embedded in popular consciousness).3


The nineteenth-century search for origins in numerous disciplines was part of the scientizing of social and behavioural science. Within this context it is possible to tease out two, not entirely mutually exclusive, models. The first, as typified by stories in the biblical book of Genesis, takes the principle of ‘origin-as-essence’ as fundamental. Take the following story from Genesis concerning Jacob’s change of name to Israel:




And Jacob was left alone; and there wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the day.


And when he saw that he prevailed not against him, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and the hollow of Jacob’s thigh was out of joint, as he wrestled with him.


And he said, Let me go, for the day breaketh. And he said, I will not let thee go, except thou bless me.


And he said unto him, What is thy name? And he said, Jacob.


And he said, Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: for as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast prevailed.


And Jacob asked him, and said, Tell me, I pray thee, thy name. And he said, Wherefore is it that thou dost ask after my name? And he blessed him there.


And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: for I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved.


And as he passed over Penuel the sun rose upon him, and he halted upon his thigh.


Therefore the children of Israel eat not of the sinew which shrank, which is upon the hollow of the thigh, unto this day: because he touched the hollow of Jacob’s thigh in the sinew that shrank.


(Genesis 32:24–32, KJV)





The crux of this story lies in the fact that the Hebrew word ‘Israel’ can be read as meaning something roughly equivalent to ‘the man who will prevail with God.’ The putative origin of the name, embedded in this narrative, thus has profound meaning for descendants of Jacob/Israel (father of the twelve men who gave their names to the twelve tribes), because their eponymous ancestor has bequeathed them a racial geist – they are the people who can claim a special personal relationship with God (he prevailed in a personal way, so they will always prevail with Him) — and this fact is rooted in not only their personal identity, which can seem somewhat abstract, but also in a sacred place name, in a dietary practice, and in a national name tied to a specific parcel of land.


Following this kind of analysis, the world – culture, history, ritual, everything – is a giant intelligible pattern created as the intersections of the traces of a series of significant events. Although these events took place in time, such a perspective tends to be synchronic, or outside the framework of time (at least from a contemporary perspective). That is, all significant events which laid down the pattern that we now know are in the past and so can be viewed as a whole in relation to one another. These events have a teleological purpose (i.e., laying down the pattern) and we see the meaning of the pattern because we can now see the whole.


According to this model the pattern, and the past that it represents, are immortal and all powerful, so that working within such a system – that is, accepting such premises — the past can never be disempowered — if anything, its power increases with time. The language of the Christian Bible, for example, is of fulfilment of the past or of revelation of the meaning of events in the past. The past does not change, in the sense of being diminished, or made irrelevant by later actions; it comes to fruition. The words of the prophets were fulfilled in Jesus, and thus their place, and his, in the pattern were revealed. Their meaning may appear to change to us — what looked like a prophecy limited in time and space to a certain people at a certain time, for example, became applicable to the salvation of all humankind — but that is because our view of the overall pattern was incorrect or incomplete, not that the prophecy itself was subject to change.


The second model, typified by evolutionary biology, does not treat origin as essence, or as a static fact at all, but as a small component in a diachronic process, which is nonteleological. The main emphasis of this approach is change over time, and is concerned primarily with the mechanisms of change. Within this model, origin points may be fluid, and may rise and fall in significance as current interests change. So, for example, in Descent of Man Darwin’s endeavour was to show – mainly via comparative anatomy — that homo sapiens shared an origin point with primates, but more recent investigations (spurred by Darwin’s original work) have continued to change and augment Darwin’s notions of what this origin point was. Contemporary physical anthropology suggests that there are few, if any, monolithic origin points or events, but rather identifies nodal points in a general evolutionary process. Australopithecus africanas and homo erectus may be ancestral to homo sapiens (i.e., in some sense origin points), but the issues of fundamental intellectual interest in physical anthropology are the process of evolution from one morphological type to another, how and when the transformations occurred, and so on. Did homo erectus evolve into homo sapiens at one place at one time and then radiate out globally, or did multiple analogous transformations occur on different continents at roughly the same time? Different methodologies — comparative DNA studies versus comparative fossil studies, for example – yield different kinds of results, and often different nodal points in the general process.


Furthermore, an evolutionary model allows for the transformation of the meanings of origin points or for their becoming irrelevant as the systems that they are part of change. An example from etymology illustrates the point. The word ‘moot’ has completely reversed meanings from its original use. The word is derived from Anglo-Saxon and is a generic term for legislative bodies, that is, groups who debate matters of profound significance to the community. Common current American usage, as in ‘moot point,’ is that ‘moot’ means an issue that could be debated but over which there is little point in discussion because the matter has no practical value. This is a complete reversal of meaning from the origin point, probably via the words ‘moot’ and ‘moot court’ – used first at Gray’s Inn and then at American universities to signify mock legal discussions for educational purposes, that is, legal discussions with no direct practical application beyond practice and instruction.


In this case, the origins in the past have been changed or disempowered by current usage, and no pleading of origins will change present practice (although some pedants seem endlessly willing to try). The power of the origin point has been absorbed in the process of the evolution of meanings. Such origin points, therefore, are useless as timeless sources of meaningful patterns. At best they are indices of the flow of processes.


The evolutionary model thus stresses process and change over time. An ‘origin point (of a species, ritual, word, and so on) is only of significance inasmuch as it is a marker for the flow of process, and the meanings of origins can change as present circumstances change, or as new methods are brought to bear on the analysis of process.4


One might expect that late-nineteenth-century folklore would have been inclined towards the evolutionary model, given the boost in that direction the discipline was given by the Grimms, whose work in linguistics and folklore was entirely evolutionary in perspective (see especially Grimm 1811, 1822–37, and Grimm and Grimm 1812–15). Certainly a few practitioners appear to have been moving in that direction — or a simulacrum thereof. But analysis of morris (and other dances) and ultimately much of general folklore tended to follow the Genesis model, perhaps for sociopolitical reasons. If, for example, Sharp’s personal motive as a Fabian socialist in reviving the near extinct traditional dances of England was to raise the esteem of the English peasant in the eyes of the middle class (as seems likely), then the Genesis model would have suited his purposes best because it empowered the past to enchant and enrich the present. The English peasant could be made to be the fulfilment and bearer of a glorious past.


The point can be best understood by examining part of a description of a collecting session by Cecil Sharp with the Rolfe brothers in Bucknell, Oxfordshire. The narrative is presented by E.V. Lucas in London Lavender:




[Cecil Sharp] in his search for primitive English music had tidings of two old Morris dancers in an Oxfordshire village, survivals from the past when the whole of that country fostered the art, and he took me to see them. Never have I spent a more curious evening.


We left the train at Bicester late on a golden afternoon, and were driven to a little hamlet a few miles distant where the old fellows lived. They were brothers: one a widower of seventy, still lissom, and the other a bachelor of sixty-seven, bent and stiff…


Together, or alone, they went through several of the old favourites — ‘Shepherd’s Hey,’ ‘Maid of the Mill,’ ‘Old Mother Oxford,’ ‘Step Back,’ ‘Lumps of Plum-pudding,’ ‘Green Garters’ – and it was strange to sit in that little, flagged Oxfordshire kitchen, with its low ceiling and smoky walls, and watch these simple movements and hear those old tunes. For the Morris dance is like nothing else. It is as different from the old English dance as that is different from the steps of the corps de ballet. It is the simplest thing there is, the most naive. Or, if you are in that mood, it is the most stupid; jigging rather than dancing, and very monotonous. But after a little while it begins to cast its spell, in which monotony plays no small part, and one comes in time to hope that nothing will ever happen to interrupt it and force one back into real life again.


The feeling became positively uncanny when old Jack, the bent one, jigging alone, with his eyes fixed on the musician, but seeing nothing nearer than 1870, began to touch his body here and there in the course of the movements of the dance, every touch having a profound mystical meaning, of which he knew nothing, that probably dated from remotest times, when these very steps were part of a religious or ecstatic celebration of fecundity. Odd sight for a party of twentieth century dilettanti in an Oxfordshire kitchen.


(Lucas 1912, 220–2)





Lucas’s immediate impression of the dance, as would have been typical of the gentry of his day, is that it is (like other peasant customs) crude and debased. Many of his descriptions are openly patronizing: the dance is ‘stupid,’ ‘naive,’ ‘very monotonous.’ But through generous application of the Genesis model (the dances are the trace of a fabulous prehistoric fertility ritual) — coming directly from Sharp – he is forced to reappraise his initial view. Under that aegis the dance is mesmeric, profoundly mystical, uncanny, and unreal; its ritual qualities show through the unpromising surrounds. Thus the same physical forms are able to provide both (seemingly contradictory) interpretations by completely changing the frame of reference of the onlooker.


To apply the evolutionary model to the dance would have been supremely dangerous for Sharp’s overall agenda, and on the occasions when he applied it himself, he did so to marginalize dancers who he, himself, thought had a debased attitude to morris. The arguments involved are complex and require considerable knowledge of the relationships between Sharp and his key informants (as well as between Sharp and other teachers such as Neal); but they can be simplified for present purposes. Most nineteenth-century ‘dilettanti’ in the Lucas mould could not help but see peasant dances as crude and primitive, but the question is: what could they be made to see beyond the perceived crudity? Applying the evolutionary model is of little help; it simply confirms the dilettanti in their opinion that what they are seeing bears little relation – physical or spiritual — to anything of value in the past. That is, even if they were told that the dances had an origin point in primitive ritual, they could argue that in the hands of crude peasants the dances had evolved into grotesqueries barely worthy of their ancestors. The Genesis model, on the other hand, does not allow this counter.


By applying the Genesis model the worst that the dilettante can say is that the dance appears debased because of the context in which it is presented. But strip away these superficialities and the original shines through. The origin point still controls the presentation and meaning of the dance, even though the practitioners are ignorant of it. Lucas makes this latter point clear farther on in the narrative:




The brothers described, each fortifying the other and helped by the promptings and leading questions of the Director, the ritual of the Morris as they remembered it. A lamb would be led around by a shepherd, and behind this lamb they danced. At night the lamb was killed and the joints distributed. Most was eaten, but portions were buried in the fields. Why the old men had no notion; they had never heard. But the Director knew, although he did not explain.


(Lucas 1912, 223)





In this sense, the Genesis model seems to be empowering the collector – and onlooker – as well (he is the bearer of arcane knowledge to rival the dancers’).


Sharp had harsh words for those dancers (and teachers) who thought that they could transform the dances in whatever fashion they saw fit, as if they were the dances’ owners. Using an evolutionary model one could quite easily justify the dancers’ attitude here: things evolve to meet present needs. But using the Genesis model, we see that such action is heresy; the dances have an autonomous nature that should not be tampered with. Sharp’s feud with the social activist and dance teacher Mary Neal on exactly this issue is discussed below. In addition to battling with other dance teachers he also vilified dancers who accepted evolutionary principles. Chief villains in this respect were D’Arcy Ferris of Bidford on Avon and Sam Bennett of Ilmington. Both were showmen (of very different backgrounds) intent on creating a money-making spectacle, and had no qualms about manipulating morris events to this end. Ferris was a semiprofessional pageant master who revived the Bidford morris and used it as a component in larger events around 1886–7 (see Judge 1984 for details). The venture was successful enough to spark revivals in neighbouring towns, including Ilmington (nine miles distant). But Ferris made no bones about inventing dances — such as Bluff King Hal to the old tune Stanes morris — to suit his purposes and Bennett, who could be considered a kind of rustic protege of Ferris (as well as an associate of Neal’s), did the same in Ilmington.


Sharp, while still a tenderfoot collector, notated the Ferris and Bennett dances and even included some of them in the first edition of The Morris Book (Sharp and Macllwaine 1907, 57, 71–5). But these were the days when he was flirting with a kind of evolutionary model for morris (with Morocco as the origin point). As soon as he had settled on the Genesis model of ancient pagan origins reaching out across the centuries, he expunged all these ‘heretical’ materials. Even by 1910 he was writing in dogmatic tones that suggested the fixed, ritualized character of the dance (to which only he held the key of interpretation):




… if the spirit of the dance is to be caught and its traditional character accurately reproduced, our instructions must be scrupulously followed and, whenever possible supplemented by the explanations of a qualified teacher. On this point we feel it necessary once more to offer a word of advice and warning, for we have seen again and again how easily the Morris may degenerate into a disorderly romp. Slovenly dancing of this sort can only create a false and mischievous impression of the aesthetic nature of the Morris dance, and thereby retard the progress of the movement in which we are so deeply interested.


Now, to dance the Morris ungracefully is to destroy it … [T]he impression left on the minds of those who, like ourselves, have constantly seen the dance performed in country places, is one first of beauty, solemnity and high restraint, then of vigour.


(Sharp and Macllwaine 1910, 8)





Any attempt at fostering natural evolution was thus anathema to Sharp, but one also sees here another reason why the Genesis model appealed. The ritual past of the dance, according to Sharp, is manifest in its ‘ritual’ present. The dance is not any old entertaining romp, but a serious endeavour, not to be lightly copied or profaned. The dance is the kernel of a present-day aesthetic spirituality now domiciled only in peasant villages, but which was once the birthright of all English people. If it can be shown that the dances (and their spirit) are the invention via evolutionary process of these same peasants, then Sharp’s romantic argument falls apart.


Therefore, what the Genesis model did, perhaps not entirely wittingly, was make folklore fixated on origins and the past. It grounded present practice in the past, and thus scholars sought out the past as a way of validating and comprehending the present. The model also inspired in collectors such as Sharp a quasi-religious fervour in recording and preserving dances accurately — because, like rituals, they must be performed correctly to be efficacious.


For Sharp this fixation meant seeking out older practitioners in places where he had his doubts about contemporary dancers. Therefore, at Ilmington he eventually shunned Bennett in favour of older men, from whom he reconstructed what he took to be normative and ‘purer’ dance practices of c 1867 — the principle being, the further back one seeks, the less corrupted dances are likely to be by modern evolutionary influences. One could, in other words, attempt a method of triangulation from the present to the past, to distil out the pure form that was inherent in all ‘true’ morris. Sharp was not able to pursue this idea very far because for many village traditions he had but one or two aged dancers to rely on for all his information, and in others, where he might have compared the styles of older and younger dancers (at Bampton and Headington Quarry, for example), he was satisfied that his key informants were ‘true’ morris men, and so looked no further afield.


One of the main weaknesses of the Genesis model is that you can use it to support just about any political view that you favor. In the main this is because in folklore this model tended to rely on unsupported assertions and circular reasoning. The veiled reasoning is somewhat as follows:




	If (past) origin leads to (present) essence, then present essence can indicate past origin.


	Present essence of morris is ritualistic.


	Therefore, morris originates in primitive ritual.





But the middle point is a subjective, highly selective opinion. More accurately Sharp was saying that the ‘true’ morris dancer danced ritualistically. Others, such as Bennett, he discounted as not true to the essence. But what if we accepted Bennett and his peers as the true exemplars and discounted the others? Then we could construct a different syllogism:




	If (past) origin leads to (present) essence, then present essence can indicate past origin.


	Present essence of morris is a merry romp.


	Therefore, morris originates in secular fun and games.





The whole issue hinges on the analyst’s perception of the nature of the dance in present times. To go beyond this kind of reasoning requires some knowledge of the earliest forms of the dance so that the analyst need not use present essence to hypothesize past form. Sharp did not possess such knowledge. The best he had were the conjectures of the Puritans; these speculations were no better than his because they were based on the same reasoning, viz., the dance is ungodly now, therefore it must originate in ungodly (pagan) ritual.


It is also important to remember that Sharp’s arguments were of much more than academic interest to him. For a dance collector, teacher, and social activist they had a clear practical application. In fact Sharp’s passionate concern for the ‘purity’ of performance of morris (as defined by its origins) led him into a celebrated conflict with a contemporary morris dance teacher and activist, Mary Neal, who also took an origin equals essence’ point of view, but used it in absolute opposition to Sharp’s position. Investigation of their quarrel illuminates many more of the problems with the ‘origin equals essence’ model.


In the introduction to the second part of The Morris Book Sharp wrote:




In our Morris Book, Part I., we said in describing the Morris that it was “… essentially a manifestation of vigour rather than of grace.’ This, and other similar remarks of ours in the description of the dance, while they are strictly correct have in some instances been given a too-liberal interpretation. Here and there we have noticed in the would-be Morris-dancer a tendency to be over-strenuous, to adopt, upon occasion, even a hoydenish manner of execution. These are utterly alien to the true spirit of the dance; for although it is characterized by forcefulness, strength, and even a certain abandonment, it is at the same time and always an exposition of high spirits under perfect control. When he is dancing, the true Morris-man is serious of countenance, yet gay of heart; vigorous, yet restrained; a strong man rejoicing in his strength, yet graceful, controlled, and perfectly dignified withal.


(Sharp and Macllwaine 1909, 6)





This was a direct attack on Neal, appealing to an essence of the dance (derived from its ritual origins) that defines the ‘true spirit’ of the dance and the ‘true Morris-man.’ What Sharp is trying to convey here is his sense of the authentic spirit of the true Englishman, that is, strong, gay, energetic, light-hearted, but held in control by the majesty of the morris tradition; and it is that tension between the dancers’ (wilder) nature and the (domesticating) essence of the dance form (created by its origins) that manifests itself in the form that a contemporary audience sees.


Mary Neal had approached Sharp in 1905 because she ran a recreational association for young London seamstresses, the Esperance club, and was interested in finding music and dance for them to perform for their amusement that was beyond the normal parlor fare of the time. Sharp introduced her to some traditional dancers who agreed to teach the dances to the club members, and it was the resultant ‘hoydenish’ spectacle that he objected to. But Neal responded in equally vigorous terms:




… if folk music is the spontaneous expression of a people’s life, we of our generation too have a contribution to make to it. And it is this contribution which I believe these Espérance instructors have given to the movement for the revival of folk music which is going on today.


There must be nothing in this revival which cannot be done by the average boy and girl; it must be kept, in the true sense of the word, a ‘vulgar’ movement, understanded of the common people.


I am only afraid of the hindering touch of the pedant, of the professional dance and music teacher. The movement must be kept clear of all pedantry and of everything précieux. These dances must from time to time be learnt direct from the peasant, and be handed on by the simple-minded, the musically unlettered, the young and the happy.


(Neal 1910, 5)





She approached the dance from the point of view that origin is essence also but chose to see the ‘origin’ not in surmised, far-off, pagan ritual, but in traditional peasant custom of the more recent past. Its essence, therefore, was vulgar,’ and its true spirit could be evoked by anyone whose class affinity was also vulgar. More simply put all folk traditions were by origin, and by definition, the property of the working class to do with as they pleased.


Another weakness of the Genesis model therefore concerns what the theorist takes as the true origin point of the dance. Both Sharp and Neal were arguing from their contemporary needs and motivations, and chose suitable origin points to support their positions. Sharp was attempting to ennoble the peasant in popular consciousness while Neal was straightforwardly enriching the lives of working-class women. Neither teacher possessed or used primary historical data to support their conjectural origin points.


Other agenda of early-twentieth-century folklorists associated with assertions about the origins of the morris and related to the notion of origin as essence were strictly nationalist. Sharp’s insistence on the pagan origins of the morris basically followed a line of argument laid out by E.K. Chambers in The Mediaeval Stage (Chambers 1903), who in turn was doing no more than following the doctrine of survivals espoused by Tylor and Frazer. For Sharp one of the practical implications of Chambers’s theory of ritual pagan origins was that English folk music and dance were more thoroughly English in essence than any other more recent performance forms. That is, long before the invasions of Normans, or Danes, or Romans the true Brit was engaged in the business of morris dancing as part of ritual central to communal life. Traces of this fact remain in the cultural memory of every true Englishman as implied in the following memoir by Mary Neal of the halcyon days before her split with Sharp:




I went to see Mr. Cecil Sharp to ask his advice as to whether [folk] songs would be suitable for a Working Girls’ Club. In ten minutes we were deep in the subject of Folk Song, and I was told that I would be surprised at the way in which English boys and girls would understand and appreciate their own Folk music. ‘They will learn it,’ said Mr. Sharp, ‘by a sort of spiritual sixth sense.’


(Cited in Fox Strangeways and Karpeles 1955, 69)





Elite and popular music and dance of more recent times are either foreign imports or the result of syncretic influences, but folk traditions are pure in their national character and can therefore be learned instinctively by those with the necessary national/genetic credentials. Thus was justified the many movements across Europe to link folk performance with nationalist endeavours and ambitions. Any attempt to argue or assert that folk traditions themselves were subject to the same syncretic forces as any other kind of aesthetic form (or that a particular form derived ultimately from another nation) would have demolished the emotional appeal of folk traditions to nationalists, and so were vigorously denied; hence Sharp’s quick retreat from the Moorish hypothesis when he realized what it entailed.


Likewise Violet Alford, a disciple of Sharp, speaks of syncretic ‘foreign’ influences on pure ritual folk traditions as ‘taints’ to be removed if possible (Alford 1962). Sharp’s school was following a general aspiration, common throughout Europe at the time (and still a powerful force), of giving a people its own unique form of expression – an aspiration made especially sociopolitically potent by such cataclysmic events as the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the outbreak of the Great War.


For all the preceding reasons the Genesis model has had a strong emotional appeal among the general public. But barely a decade after Sharp’s death, scholars had little choice but to explore alternative theories because of the profound weaknesses of the Genesis model. Evolutionary and diffusionist thinking could be held back no longer. In ballad and tale scholarship the idea developed that one could combine knowledge of present forms with basic theory of evolution and diffusion to generate hypotheses concerning originating archetypes. This thinking spawned a generation of analysis using the so-called Finnish, or historic/geographic, method (see Krohn 1926).


The method is based on a theory of the spatial diffusion of cultural innovations that once had a widespread vogue, but is now rather more limited in its applications (see Hägerstrand 1967 for classic examples). The basic idea is that an innovation (a new song or tale or dance) has a single point of origin, and as the form is transmitted from person to person, examples of the form will be found further and further away from this point of origin. All variables being equal, the forms would ripple out in a series of concentric rings all centred on the point of origin. But various factors – geographic or cultural barriers, main lines of communication, complex patterns of interregion marriage or commerce, and so forth – cause lines of diffusion to be rather more irregular. Nonetheless, in principle, these factors can be controlled so that certain normative patterns of diffusion should recur.


The historic/geographic school started from the premise that new ballads, tales, and the like had diffused out from discrete origin points, so that it ought to be possible to plot the occurrences of individual examples in order to work back to the origin point and to the archetype that spawned the spatial diffusion pattern in the first place. In the process of experimentation they discovered that many forms could be classified into subtypes, and these subtypes were usually associated with local geographic regions. The method thereafter combined spatial plotting with typological sorting to produce patterns of diffusion.


Stith Thompson’s analysis of the Native American ‘Star Husband Tale’ is a classic examplar of the method (Thompson 1953). For typological purposes Thompson reduced the variants of the tale to a series of motifs lettered A to N:




A. Number of women; B. Introductory action; C. Circumstances of introductory action; D. Method of ascent; E. Identity of husband; F. Distinctive qualities of husband; G. Birth of son; H. Tabu broken in upper world; I. Discovery of skyhole; J. Assistance in descent; K. Means of descent; L. Results of descent; M. Explanantory elements; N. Sequel.


(Thompson 1953, 420)





Each motif has a number of variants (K1, K2, K3, …), each of which may have subvariants (K3a, K3b, K3c, …) as well. Thus, each variant of the tale as a whole may be reduced to a sequence of motif variants and subvariants. Having divided all of the variants of the tales into strings of motif types Thompson then plotted the spatial distribution of each individual motif, looking in particular for widespread versus regionally confined variants (as well as examining the date of recording of each). It is a basic premiss of the method that widespread (and older) variants are more likely to be archetypical, and regionally confined (and newer) variants to be evolutionary branches from the archetype. Thus, an archetype for each motif can be hypothesized, which when strung together with the archetypes of the other motifs produces a hypothesized archetypical (i.e., ur-type) whole tale. In the process regional groupings of variants of motifs may be noted producing prototypic subtypes, or evolutionary branches, of the tale.


In this way Thompson derived a taxonomy of seven categories of the whole tale. Thence he plotted these variants geographically, demonstrating that most of the categories are regionally distinct; this led him to develop hypotheses concerning lines of historical diffusion and evolution. For example, he notes that the variants found in the central Plains are close to the hypothesized archetype and show little variation among one another, whereas tales on the periphery of the zone of distribution — such as the northwest coast — are farther from the archetype and show a great deal of variation (as if multiple variants diffused there in different periods). Thus, he proposes the central plains as the origin point of the original tale.


In spite of relatively subjective methods of classification Thompson’s basic typology seems to stand up to rigorous testing. For example, Andrew Abbott and I used a computer-based sequence matching algorithm and cluster techniques to examine the typology, and discovered that while we might argue about the placement of individual tales in categories, the overall classificatory scheme was sound, as was the general hypothesis of spatial diffusion (Forrest and Abbott 1990:165–7).


But even with the application of sophisticated techniques, the basic method suffers from a general inability to break free from a descriptive, pattern-based (i.e., Genesis model) modality. It can suggest lines of evolution by constructing categorical prototypes and indicating ‘bridge’ tales that link the various prototypes. But the best it can do is to indicate that evolution or diffusion have taken place; it cannot explain how or why they have taken place, because it proposes no mechanics (on the order of natural selection) of diffusion or evolution that explain variation and spatial configuration. As such, the method edges in the direction of an evolutionary model but is, nonetheless, primarily a classificatory framework (with spatial overtones) and not fundamentally process oriented.


Just how rooted in classificatory pattern this method is can be seen by reviewing the few, relatively rudimentary, attempts to use it in the analysis of morris and other traditional dance forms in England. Joseph Needham started the ball rolling with his ‘Geographical Distribution of English Ceremonial Dance Traditions’ (Needham 1936). His typology of dances is based on a choreographic equivalent of motifs, that is, dance elements such as number of dancers, basic costume, accoutrements, extra characters, and so forth. In plotting a variety of dance types, the most obvious discovery was that they were all regionally distinct, with virtually no overlap of forms (see figure 1).


The extreme regional clustering of forms suggested to Needham a cultural/historical explanation:




The zonation of the ceremonial dance traditions, seen as one looks at them on the map, is indeed striking. Chancing to look some years ago at an historical atlas, I was much impressed to find that the frontier between Danish Mercia and Saxon Mercia at the end of the ninth century traced a line remarkably like that separating the Morris from the Sword traditions. This frontier was settled at a variety of dates, but the two principal agreements were the Treaty of Wedmore (represented on the map by a dotted line) and the Peace of Alfred and Guthrum (represented on the map by a continuous line).


(Needham 1936, 23)





Thus, he proposes a historical/geographical spatial correlation which, in turn, suggests a Saxon origin for the English morris and a Scandinavian origin for the English hilt-and-point sword dance. This was something of a blow aimed at the nationalists, who wished to see all traditional dance as originating in early British pagan ritual (the sword dance being an older or more primitive form, and the morris a later).


Needham completes his theorizing by adding in another dance type, namely processionals — those that are essentially perambulations of streets or villages:




[I]t seems to me highly significant that the most primitive surviving Processionals are found in Celtic parts of the country, namely, Cornwall and N. Wales. In the east country there are absolutely no traces of Processionals. In the Morris country there are very strong processional elements, and the North-western Morris is essentially processional. Remembering that we are only speaking of England, then, we may arrive at the working hypothesis that the Processionals are in origin Romano-British or Celtic, and that the Morris is what the Saxons made of the earlier Processionals. The later coming of the Danes and Norwegians brought the Sword dance to our country.


(Needham 1936, 29)
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Figure 1: Joseph Needham’s map of the general distribution of morris events (Needham 1936).






Needham’s method is fundamentally flawed in that his data are only from 1800 onwards – he excluded all earlier material – yet he used this historically late dataset to establish hypotheses concerning the ninth century AD, with an inexplicable gap of a thousand years in between. However, within the temporal limits that he set, some less chronologically improbable interpretations might be found. One might suggest reasons why in the nineteenth century certain dance types clustered in particular regions, which means correlating nineteenth-century sociopolitical and geographic factors with nineteenth-century dance data. This work has yet to be accomplished, although Needham’s basic database was greatly expanded by a team working under the general direction of E.C. Cawte (Cawte et al. 1960) and by Michael Heaney and myself (Heaney and Forrest 1991).


Cawte’s typology and regional studies are a considerable refinement on Needham’s but cannot break out of the classificatory mode either. His analysis of the morris of the Welsh border counties (Cawte 1963), for example, involves a very precise typing of forms based on dance elements, coupled with geographic plotting that indicates a regional basis for the typology:




[T]hree areas may be distinguished as North, West, and East. The east group has both handkerchief and stick dances, though the figures are normally the same for both, while the north and west teams only had one dance, always with sticks. Singing during the dance is mainly a feature of the north and west teams.


In other respects the contrast is between north and the rest. The dancers often wore bells in the east and west, but never in the north … The characteristic tune ‘Not for Joe’ was common in the north, but otherwise is only recorded from … John Locke [of Herefordshire (in the west)], one of a gypsy family which was also well known in the Broseley district [i.e. in the north]. The Clown is an almost invariable member of the team in the east, commonly in the west, but only at Hodnet in the north


(Cawte 1963, 208)





Cawte suggests that there is something of clinal variation here (akin to conspecific variation in biology) with character gradients over two axes: north versus east/west, and east versus north/west. This direct analogy from evolutionary biology implies that morris in the Welsh borders has diffused and subsequently evolved locally (presumably because of local factors). And the idea for this analogy comes directly from Needham:




I cannot conclude this paper without drawing attention to the close logical resemblance between the problem of the ceremonial traditional dances and the problems of biology. These dances are, in effect, sociological organisms obeying their own curious laws of persistence, and we are faced with the necessity of classifying them into species and genera. Like living organisms, too, they have been subject to an evolutionary process


(Needham 1936, 38)





So both Needham and Cawte are sensitive to the evolutionary model, yet the work of both remains largely a matter of classificatory schemes mapped spatially, which in some ways is a necessary precursor to a process orientation; Linnaeus et al. found the pattern of species that Darwin transformed into the process of evolution.


Although pattern and process (and analogue dichotomies such as synchronic/diachronic) are generally treated as polar opposites, it seems clear in the history of ideas that the two have regularly been interrelated in certain critical ways, the one tending to precede and predict the other. That is, the first item on the agenda has been to find order in a dataset (i.e., pattern) and the next has been to seek the cause of the order (i.e., process). Generally the second step is revolutionary (a paradigm shift in current Kuhnian terminology), because those seeking pattern have trouble reaching beyond what their typological vision allows them to see. Linnaeus, for example, was working on a Genesis model assumption that the pattern in species had been laid down by God, and so could not see the evolutionary implications of his work. But without the pattern laid out, Darwin would not have been able to take the next step to see the process inherent in the pattern.


There is a definite (though logically anachronistic) symbiosis at work here, because it is clear that the initial typological work has to somehow capture the essence of process even before the process is known, as, in a sense, the process is latent in the pattern. This may sound mysterious, but what it comes down to is that the taxons chosen for the initial typology, as well as the general ordering of the typology — although laid out for the purposes of evoking pattern — must be amenable to a process orientation. Thus the decision by Linnaeus to define species (the critical taxon) in terms of sexual reproduction and breeding populations meshed perfectly with the mechanics of natural selection and inheritance proposed by Darwin (even though evolutionary biology has subsequently considerably modified the details of the Linnaean scheme): evolution works at the species level via sexual reproduction.


What is needed in morris dance analysis (and by extension in folklore in general) is the revolutionary leap from pattern to process, but that leap can be nothing but an optimistic tumble into the void if the typology that is the springboard does not have process latent in it. This, I believe, is the problem with the kinds of typologies proposed by Needham, and Cawte et al. Such typologies are limited in two related respects. First, and of greatest importance, they are based entirely on superficial dance elements such as number of dancers, equipment, costumes, and the like and, as such, are much like pre-Linnaean typologies based on superficial (i.e., visual) likeness. Purely visual likeness is rarely a clue to process and may be more misleading than edifying (a moth whose camouflage colouring resembles tree fungus can hardly be said to be biologically related to that fungus). Second, their typologies, because of their general structure, cannot easily handle pre-1800 material. Needham excluded such data out of hand but Cawte, who tried to include it, ended up with a preponderance of items in the pre-1800 period labelled ‘doubtful’ (i.e., unclassifiable), because there is not enough direct evidence in the primary record of visual form of the dances to make a firm typological decision about them. Therefore the spatial patterns of diffusion drawn by both scholars have almost no time depth to them, and mostly reflect an image of affairs in the nineteenth century only. Or, in more general terms, their typologies are so rooted in surface form, and in a narrow historical period, that it is impossible for them to provide clues to long-term process. And in the last analysis, this may be the fatal weakness of the historic/geographic method overall. Yet all is not lost.


The energy driving historic/geographic studies dissipated upon the rise of the text-in-context school, whose most damning critique of the method (and of diffusion studies in general) was that it wrested objects out of their cultural context and so robbed them of meaning. It is a basic premiss of the text-in-context school that cultural forms derive meaning from the ways in which they are structured into a particular culture, and every form has multilayered metaphoric and metonymic connections to other parts of the culture. Lauriston Sharp’s classic paper ‘Steel Axes for Stone Age Australians’ (Sharp 1952), for example, demonstrates that for the Yir Yiront of northeastern Australia the traditional stone ax was a focal artefact in a wide arena of cultural affairs — ritual, trade, work, gender, power, law, language. When missionaries brought in steel axes to ‘help’ the Yir Yiront, their culture collapsed because this act was not a simple matter of replacing one object with another, as if cultural forms were interchangeable in modular fashion, but of undercutting the entire meaning system of the culture.


Thus, what looks like the same object can be structured into two different cultures in such completely different ways that the surface likeness is insignificant in comparison with the deeper symbolic differences. Imagine, for example, the myriad differences in meaning that a cow has to a Hindu, a Masai, and a Muslim. Or on a more specific level, consider the fact that in the variants of the ‘Star Husband Tale’ of both the Chehalis of the northwest Pacific coast and the Assiniboine of the northern plains contain the subvariant motif of the descent from the sky by the wife by means of a spider rope. Does this surface congruence indicate an underlying connection between the two cultures (which seems unlikely), or is it a product of diffusion that is interpreted quite differently in the two cultures (which seems more likely)? If the latter is the case, then the surface resemblance of the two tales at this point is of little or no cultural significance, and a typology based on this surface resemblance produces patterns of little analytic use.


There is, however, nothing intrinsically wrong with starting from a different point and building typologies that are sensitive to context. Michael Heaney and I began on this new track by working first with dance context, and building typologies and spatial plots that took context, rather than dance form, as central (Forrest and Heaney 1991). The results (figures 5–13) are very different from the kinds of images produced by Cawte and Needham. For one thing, they have adequate time depth, which adds considerable complexity to the picture; there are, for example, no neatly bounded regional zones of context type. Furthermore, the maps (and their typologies) are much more inclusive of primary data; there are many fewer ‘doubtful’ cases.


The next step is to use these contexts as a framework for understanding the total dance event — that is, dance form plus dance context – which is what the substantive body of the present work attempts to effect. The dance event as a single unit is a complex matrix of dance form (such as gestures, figures, costumes, and accoutrements) and contextual factors (such as the venue, rewards, patrons, audience, performers); in other words, it is a synthesis of the multiplex variables coded into the database that is at the heart of this work (see appendix A). It is this taxon (that is, types of dance events) that is the cultural equivalent of species for evolutionary purposes.


It is easy to see that a change in a single component of the context of a dance can change the character of the entire dance event, even though the choreographic form may be the same in both cases. Household servants dancing for their master, for example, is a very different dance event from visiting craftsmen from a far-off village performing for the same man. It is also easy to see how changes in one aspect of the dance context can cause coevolutionary changes in other aspects. Moving from dancing in the churchyard to dancing in village streets, for example, created a variety of changes (over time) throughout the dance event (see chapter 9).


What I attempt in this work is to build a set of images of types of dance events, piece by piece out of fragmentary data – much as the fossil hunter builds images of prehistoric species out of odds and ends of stones and bones (with a fair degree of extrapolation based on correlative data). The aim is to find pattern in types of dance events, beginning with context as a foundation and working out from there. Occasionally it is possible to glimpse evolutionary process at work, but the initial and primary goal is the taxonomic description of types of dance-in-context wholes.


This work is, therefore, divided into a number of sequential steps. First, it is necessary to devise a cogent list of dance contexts (chapter 2). Second, it is then possible to describe the dances within those contexts (chapters 3–11). Third, we may step back and see if any evolutionary process emerges from the described patterns, and try to extract the mechanism whereby this evolutionary development occurs (chapter 12).


Using this method the following will be abundantly clear:




	morris has no single origin point.


	morris is not and never has been a single or simple phenomenon.


	morris has evolved continuously throughout its documented history.


	morris is not especially ‘folk’ or rural.


	styles of morris from different contexts have had a constant evolutionary influence on one another.


















2

The Contexts







With the advent of microcumputer technology and database management software Michael Heaney and I were able not only to create an electronic archive of morris dance sources, but also to index and access data from the files in sophisticated ways. The first product of the database and archive was the annotated bibliography Annals of Early Morris (Heaney and Forrest 1991). Those readers interested in the technical aspects of the construction of the database and archive, including the principles of inclusion and exclusion employed, should consult the original or appendix A.


In the indexing system for the early morris database there is a section labelled Type of Venue that contains the following subheadings:




	
court/nobles estate-, the dance took place at the royal court or on the property of a noble with sufficient prominence to be part of the royal sphere.


	
special group’s premises-, the dance took place on the property of a secular organization (e.g., a guildhall).


	
church property: the dance took place on property owned by the church.


	
urban streets: the dance took place out of doors in a city or large borough.


	
public house: the main site of dancing was in or around a public house.


	
out of doors in village: the dance took place out of doors in a nucleated settlement smaller than a main township.


	
open country: the dancing took place away from settlements.


	
private house: dancing took place in or around a private house. This may include large rural estates, but not the houses of nobles covered under the first subheading.


	
unlocalized: a dance took place but no locale can be attributed owing to imprecise description.





Not every source, by any means, indicates a venue. In some cases this is simply a fault of the source, and in others a venue designation is not appropriate. But even given the fragmentary nature of much of the data, type of venue is one of the best represented variables overall. As such it is amenable to some kind of modest statistical treatment to determine trends.
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Figure 2: Seriation of venue.






To reduce the mass of information coded under variables in a fragmentary database of this kind, I devised a modification of a seriation technique invented by archaeologists to produce a graphic presentation of trends over time. The details of this method may be found in appendix A. Essentially the technique produces ‘bars’ (or, more accurately, curves’) that vary in width over time. The wider the bar, the more frequent the occurrence of the variable at that point in time. The widest points in the bars are designated as ‘peak’ occurrences. The widths of the bars represent relative percentages and not absolute values, so that the sum of the widths of the bars is always the same at any point in time. A majority fashion thus is represented by a bar that is wider than the others at a particular point (see also Forrest 1985b and Forrest and Heaney 1991).1


Figure 2 shows a graphic seriation of type of venue for the period 1480–1750. The earliest years of the database, 1458–1479, have been excluded because there are only two references for this period, which is not a fair sample for graphing purposes. Thirty-year units were chosen as convenient, and because that span represents a generation. The statistics for the coding li (unlocalized) have also been excluded as irrelevant and likely only to produce noise’ in the graphing process, because sources so coded are by their nature imprecise.


From the peaks in each curve a tentative chronology may be proffered. Royal venues peak very early (1480–1510); then Urban (1541–70); then Church (1571— 1600); then Village, Public House, and Open Country are simultaneously strong with no clear peaks from 1601–90; then Special Group’s Premises has a small peak (1691–1720); then Private House expands in importance to the end of the period (1721–50).


Looking at the overall shapes of the curves also helps in general interpretation. The curves for Royal, Urban, Village, and Private House venues all peak to a point where each is in the majority for one period of time, whereas those for Church, Public House, Open Country, and Special Premises may have significant peaks, but are always in the minority. Furthermore, the three venues separated out in the database as Public House, Village, and Open Country appear to run in parallel, which may indicate that in some sense the three, analytically separable, venues are part of a complex, that is, a rural morris tradition. The curves would then suggest a seriation of majority references from Royal to Urban to Rural to Private. It may also be noted that the periods of relative popularity of these venues are unequal in length. Royal/noble venues peak and decline within a thirty-year period around 1510; urban street venues show a somewhat longer period of importance, roughly from 1525 to 1585 with a slight renaissance around 1690; and village venues sustain their majority position for 120 years, from 1600 to 1720.


One ‘venue,’ the stage play, has not been included here because its place in any typology of venues is problematic and likely to confuse the chronology. A small number of publicly performed plays in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries contain stage directions for the performance of a morris dance.2 The main problem is that there are several contexts within which the analyst could choose to view these dances. One could, for example, consider a dance within a play to be a replica or emulation of a ‘real’ dance, in much the same way that a sword fight in a play is an imitation of the real thing. There is no question that some playwrights included morris dances to give an air of rusticity or to set a village scene. Treated in this way, a dance in a play is analagous to a description in a literary source; a play that showed a morris dance at a country fair in May would be evidence that morris was performed at country fairs in May even though the immediate context might be a play performed on a public stage in the middle of a city in September. Under this supposition type of venue would be recorded as ‘village.’


A stage morris is not completely analagous to a stage sword fight, however. Professional actors may play the parts of villagers, but when they dance they are really dancing. They may parody or otherwise copy the kinesics of the people they are playing, so that what might be serious when performed in a village becomes comic on the stage. But the dance is still a dance, and can be legitimately called a stage morris dance. A dance in imitation of a dance is also a dance, whereas a fight in imitation of a fight is not a fight. This is a critical point because, of course, the diffusion and evolution of dance styles is based on imitation and replication. One cannot, a priori, rule out one form of imitation – stage morris – because it has ‘literary’ qualities. A morris seen in a play could stimulate changes in local dance customs, or even inspire a new tradition. Taken in this light a stage morris has the venue ‘public theatre.’


Table 1: Stage Plays Containing a Morris








	

Date




	

Number of Plays













	

1571-1600




	

5









	

1601-30




	

6









	

1631-60




	

2









	

1661-90




	

1












The picture is further complicated by the fact that companies took their plays out into the provinces, and so it is not possible to give simple dates and places of performance for stage morris as for other types. Much of this information is lost or fragmentary, and what survives cannot be handled statistically in a straightforward manner without clouding the general picture. Let us suppose a town has a local morris team that performs once a year, and in a particular year a London company of players arrive with a play that includes a morris dance. They perform the play ten times and move on. Counting each performance separately would make stage morris the overwhelming norm (10 to 1) in the town for that year. Or one could count the visit of the players as a single performance even though it was repeated several times, and this might embody the feeling of the event better from a local point of view. Then again the play probably has only one dance in it, whereas the local dancers might perform thirty or more times on their one day out, tipping the balance in the other direction if each separate dance is to be counted.


Generally these problems point to the need to isolate the play data as likely to create noise in any statistical analysis, but not to exclude it entirely since it is clearly potentially relevant to issues of evolution and diffusion. Stage morris is to be dealt with at length in due course. For now it should be noted that there are only a few plays that have an actual dance in them (although there are many that mention a morris as part of the plot or as an aspect of the scene setting). These plays were written between 1589 and 1664, so that if they were tabulated according to the thirty-year periods on the graphic seriations strictly according to date of composition they would group as in table 1.


[image: ]

Figure 3: Seriation of financial support.






If added to the graphic seriation these data would make a very slender curve peaking with church property at the beginning of the long ‘rural’ period. On this basis it might be argued that visits to the provinces by play companies may have had an effect on the spread of rural morris, but this whole question must be dealt with by reviewing the performance histories of the individual plays in conjunction with what data there are on the geographic spread of morris.


Thus, these data on plays do not alter the chronology of majority venues, but they could be added to the complete chronology to produce a sequence: Royal → Urban → (Church and Stage) → (Village, Public House, and Open Country) → Special Group’s Premises → Private House. Such a linear sequence is at present nothing more than the result of an exploratory method and acts simply as a signpost on the twisted path to social meaning. Further graphic seriations and other methods of data reduction must be added to create additional milestones.


Figure 3 is based on financial records over the period, and indicates who was supporting morris dancers with hard cash in some way or another. Not all payments represented here are direct fees for services; some are payments for costumes and accoutrements, or general expenses incurred in performing. Nonetheless all may be grouped under the general rubric of‘financial support.’ In many ways the curves match the trends discovered in the type of venue curves. State records (representing primarily royal expenditures) dominate early for a brief period (1481–1510), followed – in order – by the guilds (1511–40), the church (1541–70), local towns and villages (1571–1600), and finally, after a transition period with no clear peaks (1601–30), individuals and small households (1631–1750). The trend is again from the urban to the rural, and from the centralized/public to the localized/private.


The shapes and lengths of the financial support curves are significantly different from those for type of venue, however. Royal support peaks and declines in much the same way on both graphs, but financial support by the church, the guilds, and private individuals also show up from the earliest period graphed, even though they are not represented in any way in this era on the venue graphs. This discrepancy is a function of fragmentary data, and sounds a cautionary note. The financial sources on which the second graph is built indicate that a dance took place and who paid for it, but not where it happened. More complete sources would certainly extend one or more of the urban streets, church property, or private premises venue curves back to the earliest period to challenge the complete supremacy of the royal courts.


Such differences as the comparatively wide curve for church financing as against the thin curve for church venue also serve to indicate that the two graphs draw on two overlapping but different samples of sources from the entire database and, therefore, must be seen side by side as different views on the same historical reality, to be used in conjunction in order to see the general picture more clearly. It may be that the church supported morris dances in a variety of venues other than church property, and hence the different widths of the curves; or sampling error (or methodological strategy) may account for the differences. Such cautionary tales merely underscore the fact that these data reduction techniques are the beginning, not the end, of analysis.


Another warning bell also needs to be sounded concerning the relationship of the curves to the sources themselves. It is always a possibility that the curves exist purely as an artefact of the nature of the sources, and do not accurately reflect the underlying historical realities. Thus, for example, the apparent rise in the number of morris events at private houses at the end of the period might simply be a statistical artefact produced by virtue of the fact that domestic account books were kept with greater regularity (and have survived in greater numbers) from the late-seventeenth century onwards than from earlier periods. More sources of a certain type in one era could therefore mean more reports and not necessarily more events.


With fragmentary data there are no easy solutions to this problem, and it must remain as a caution throughout. However, there are several reasonable responses. First, and most important, the analysis presented here does not rely exclusively, or even primarily, on statistical reductions of this sort. The latter are merely used as signposts to direct conventional exegetical use of sources. Second, no variable in the database corresponds isomorphically with a single type of source. Thus, for example, Royal Guild Borough Church Church State Church State not all references to events at private houses come from domestic account books. Of the data on private houses synthesized in the seriation curves 37 per cent comes from sources other than domestic accounts. Therefore the rise and fall of a single variable cannot be entirely the product of the rise and fall of a certain type of source. Third, seriation is not responsive to the absolute rise in the number of reports of a particular kind of event, but to the relative rise of such events in relation to events of a different sort. For the apparent late rise of morris events at private houses to be an artefact of the rise in the number of extant domestic account books would also require that all sources that reported morris events at places other than private houses (church documents, legal papers, royal records, etc.) suffered a severe decline in numbers in the same period.
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Figure 4: Seriation of official actions.






The potentially compromising effects of the nature of the sources themselves on statistical analysis can also be diminished by developing multiple strategies for viewing the database. One possiblity is to take numerous views of the variables (as above) in an attempt to collate data that cuts across types of sources. Another is to use methods other than the statistical (such as geographic mapping), which not only call on different subsets of the database but are also less sensitive to the particular nature of the sources.


To follow the first of these strategies we may draw another set of curves, those for what I have labelled official actions, to add a further historic dimension to the details exposed by the other two graphs (Figure 4). State and local governments, the church, and other official bodies actively supported or opposed morris dancing by, for example, sending representatives to dance events on the one hand, or creating legislation to ban them on the other. The various actions for and against dancing by these official groups are summarized on the graph as royal support, guild support, borough support, church support, church legislative opposition, state legislative opposition, prosecutions under church law, and prosecutions under state law. Actions defined as ‘support’ here do not include financial support although a single source may include both an official action and a payment.


In the period roughly covered by the sixteenth century, royal, guild, church, and borough support follow on from one another in that order, exactly concurring with the curves for financial support. Then in the seventeenth century there is an expansion of church legislation against dancing, increasing as the century progresses (with an exaggerated bulge in the curve due to the general issue of new visitation articles in 1662). This trend is mirrored, but only modestly, by secular legislation. It is also interesting to note that actual prosecutions under church and state laws occur early in the century and do not continue. In fact prosecutions show up prior to the appearance of legislation aimed against morris dancing specifically, usually under more general laws against sabbath breaking and the like.


Comparison with the type of venue seriations shows that the rise of church legislation coincides precisely with the shift of dancing from urban to village settings. Once church opposition has died, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, royal, guild, and borough (but not church) support emerge again. Thus the evidence presented by the curves from this graph leads to the hypothesis that the church played a pivotal role in the overall developmental history of the dance. But without further data this is no more than a generalized theoretical beginning.


To assist interpretation of seriated data, locations of dancing taken from the database can be mapped geographically. In this way the seriation curves are given a spatial dimension. (It should be noted, however, that the curves and the maps draw on somewhat different subsets of data from the database – the maps, for example, do not plot prohibitions.) The nine maps shown in figures 5 to 13 (starting on p. 37) have been derived from the primary dataset, and follow the thiry-year divisions of the seriations. Entries have been made on the maps to indicate when and where there is evidence of morris activity. Rather then indicating geographic location only, the symbols give some indication of the nature of the source, so that the spatial information presented in them can be compared with the temporal information derived from the seriations. This method is based on a system devised by Michael Heaney (see Forrest and Heaney 1991).


Before comparing the maps directly with the seriation curves some related trends may be noted. There are intimations of classic patterns of diffusion at work. The maps show a general expansion outward from the London region, with only a few outliers in each period. That is, from 1481 to 1630 there is a consistent expansion of the geographic area covered by relatively densely plotted points. Then figures 10 and 11 show a sharp diminution in support covering the period 1631–90, the plotted points thinning drastically over the region that saw maximal expansion (as represented by figure 9). Figures 12 and 13 witness a clustering and renewal of support in regions away from London, most notably in the south Midlands.


In terms of the absolute number of recorded events, then, there is a form of temporal symmetry around the 1601–1630 axial period, that is, growth to a zenith followed by decline (with some renewed growth at the tail end). Spatially the picture is slightly more complex. Over time the area of popularity expands but as the number of events diminishes after 1630, the area of maximal expansion does not collapse; rather the distance between events thins out until a new focal point, in the south Midland counties, emerges.


One way to map the focus of dancing activity as it diffuses outward is to use centroids. A centroid is literally a centre of gravity, and is determined by averaging the x and y coordinates of all the points on a particular map (multiple events in a single location counting as distinct points in the averaging process) in order to produce a single point. Figure 14 shows the centroids for the periods represented by the individual maps. The centroids cluster in the London area from 1481 to 1540, and then move west and north from 1541 to 1630, the period of expansion and diffusion outward from London. From 1631 to 1750 they concentrate in a small area in the south Midlands.


These diverse methods of data reduction all appear at first glance to confirm and illuminate one another, suggesting a number of trends, notably a shift from the urban to rural, and from large public displays to smaller localized events, hinging on the support or opposition of the church. Yet these generalized observations need careful investigation in the light of data drawn directly from the sources, because it is not fair to assume that we are dealing with a single or simple phenomenon called ‘morris’ that is spreading as an innovation in the same kind of way as, say, a new type of plough. As noted in the next chapter, morris was from the earliest times a diverse entity, and could well continue so over time. Indeed it could become more diverse as it spread outward into new physical and social environments. Its spread is likely to have been accompanied with evolutionary change more like the spread and speciation of an organism than of a new piece of technology. To understand this process requires a detailed account of each of the environments into which morris became adapted.


This study of dances in their social and historical contexts begins with a detailed study of the earliest sources – those from the fifteenth century. They are dealt with as a single group because they are so fragmentary. Subsequent chapters deal with later materials and are divided into the contexts that are indexed in the Early Morris Database and archive.
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Figure 5: General distribution of morris events by type, 1466-1510.
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Figure 6: General distribution of morris events by type, 1511-40.
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Figure 7: General distribution of morris events by type, 1541-70.
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Figure 8: General distribution of morris events by type, 1571-1600.
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Figure 9: General distribution of morris events by type, 1601-30.
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Figure 10: General distribution of morris events by type, 1631-60.
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Figure 11: General distribution of morris events by type, 1661-90.
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Figure 12: General distribution of morris events by type, 1691-1720.
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Figure 13: General distribution of morris events by type, 1721-50.
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Figure 14: Map showing centroids for figures 5-13.
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Earliest References







The first unequivocal reference to a morris dance of any sort comes from the will of Alice Wetenhale, a widow from Bury St Edmunds, dated 1458:




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


(PRO, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Records 24–5)


[I leave to my daughter Catherine … 3 silver cups, sculpted with a morris dance, with one lid for them.]1





There are only two other references to morris in the fifteenth century that are incontrovertible. In 1477 the Drapers’ guild paid for a morris as part of its contribution to the Midsummer Watch in London:




Payment of the costis don on seint Petre Nycht for the Wache Wayting vppon the Meyre. ffirste paid for the morisse daunce and for the costs of the ix worthi as it aperith by a bill of parcells of the same, xxviij s. ix d.


(Johnson 1915, 273)





In 1494 Henry VII’s account books record as part of the Christmastide celebrations:




Item for pleying of the mourice dance xls.


(Anglo 1960, 28)





To these can be added two references to a morisk.2 The first, by coincidence, is a will from the same year as Alice Wetenhale’s and also concerns images made on silver:




Sir Thomas praith his seid executors that … thai delyvere to William Chaworth … iij peces of silver … the which oon of thaym coveryth, another with a flatt knoppe and with a Moresk yeron.


(Raine 1855, 226)





The second is excerpted from domestic accounts from Lanherne in Cornwall for Christmas activities over the winter of 1466/7:




It. di. li. vermelen of Betty xij d.


It. di. li. orsedy of Betty xij d.


It. viij quayars of paper for disgysynge ij s. …


It. ij whit Bonetts for mynstrells on newe yer ys day of Betty xx d.


It. ij ellis of holond cloth for Melionek the same day xxij d.


Itm. iiij dosyn bellis for the Moruske of Betty iij s.


It. ij quayers paper for the moruske of Betty vij d.


It. v ellys of holond cloth for disgysing whan ye were avysid to go to my lord Stafford of Betty wheche was delyvered to my Lady ij s. vj d.


It. di. li. glewe of Betty for the Moruske ij d.


It. iij yerdis Blak Bokeram whan ye wolde to my Lord with disgysing whech y delyvered to my lady of Betty …


(Douch 1953, 27–9)





That is the sum total of primary material relating to morris (or morisk) in the fifteenth century. A number of inferences may be drawn from these sources and a few conjectures appended, but it is as much a matter of declaring what cannot be inferred.


To begin at the beginning, Alice Wetenhale’s will does not say much, but it provides a few clues to get started with, and is important in the context of the other sources. The fact that the image of a morris dance is mentioned in a will at all is significant. The executor of this will had to be able to identify all of the property in it and distribute it to the right hands without muddle and without undue research into the meaning of its specific terms. Therefore, in order for the executor to identify three silver cups by virtue of an image of a morris dance, there must have been a reasonable expectation at the time that an educated person would know what a morris looked like. This in turn suggests that morrises had been known in England for some (perhaps not long) period of time, and they had a readily identifiable form, or some visual component that was unmistakable.


Also the fact that the image was carved on silver cups is important. There is a connotation here that the dance image is worthy of precious (and lasting) objects — things destined as heirlooms. What is more, this is not an isolated object: Thomas Chaworth’s will contains something similar, and into the sixteenth century there are references to expensive items depicting a morris. The will of Richard Jackson in 1510 mentions a cup:




My cuppe wt the mortes daunce


(PRO, Prerogative Court of Canterbury Records 31)





An inventory of royal valuables in 1532 mentions a gold salt:




A gold salt, called the Moresdaunce, with 5 Moresdauncers and a tabrett …


(Gairdner 1880, 5: 739)





This is more carefully described in the 1547 inventory made when Edward VI succeeded his father Henry VIII:




Item one Salte of golde called the mortes daunce having the foote garnished with vj greate Saphires xv course diamounts xxxviij course rubies xlj small garnishing perles having vppon the border about the shanke xij course dyamounts xviij course rubies and xlix garnishing perles and standing aboute the v morres dauncers and a tabrell having amonge all the saide mortes dauncers and tabrell xj small garnishing perles and one rubie the Ladie holding the salte having vppon her garmentes from her foote to her face xix course garnishing perles and X course small rubies or glasses the foote of the saide salte having iiij course rubies or glasses and iiij course diamountes or glasses the border aboute the middle of the saide salte having v course dyamountes or glasses and vij rubies or glasses and vij perles and vppon the knopp of the saide salte iiij diamountes iiij rubies and iij greate perlis having vppon her attyer on her hed xiiij course rubies xij course dyamountes and xxiij course garnishing perles … Cxlvij oz.


(Society of Antiquaries MS 129, vol. A, f.18)





I would be getting ahead of myself to study these later references in detail now. The point is simply that the two cups recorded in the fifteenth century are not isolated objects. In fact one even shows up in a 1606 inventory of some of James I and VI’s valuables:




A note of such gold plate & Jewelles [belonging to James I] as Sr Willm Hericke hath took into his charge … A cup with a morris dance 68 oz.


(Bodleian Lib. MS Eng. hist. c. 479, f.239)





The first reference is, therefore, the beginning of a slim thread in the overall developmental history, which can be followed wheresoever it leads. Other fifteenth-century references similarly begin paths that continue and widen later, namely, those relating to the craft guilds and to the royal court. Only the Lanherne domestic accounts stand out as at all singular.


The reference to the Drapers’ guild sponsoring a dance at the Midsummer Watch in 1477 is the first source to mention a specific dance event categorically identified as ‘morris.’ The Lanherne account is earlier but refers to a ‘moruske,’ and the image on Alice Wetenhale’s cup cannot now be treated as anything more than a general depiction, rather than a picture of a datable event. But the dance performed at the drapers’ expense can be located in time and space.


The London Midsummer Watch for the first half of the sixteenth century was a common context for the performance of morris, often under the patronage of the drapers, and is to be discussed at length in due course. This watch was essentially a parade that went in procession around London’s streets, celebrating yearly in glorious pageantry the more mundane circuits on other evenings of the night watch (the men who perambulated the night streets calling the hours and keeping the peace). The mayor provided and attended on one section of the procession, and the sheriffs one each, accompanied by vast contingents of supporters, musicians, dancers, armed men, and exotic displays provided by the guilds of the city.


Conventionally there were two ceremonial watches, the first on the night of the eve of the feast of St John the Baptist (that is, 23 June), also known at that time as Midsummer’s eve because it was around the summer solstice. The second was on the eve of the feast of St Peter (28 June), and it is this watch that is recorded in the Drapers’ account books (‘Payment of the costis don on seint Petre Nycht for the Wache Wayting vppon the Meyre’). So the first specific morris dance event on record was part of a procession through the streets of London in the late night hours of 28–06–1477.3


This specific reference reveals little about the dance itself. It is not even possible from this source alone to get a sense of the economics involved, because the expenses of the dancers are grouped in with the ‘costs of the ix worthi’ (men dressed to represent the so-called Nine Worthies of Antiquity, possibly on horseback) whose percentage of the total is indeterminable. Unfortunately this habit of parcelling the morris costs with other display items continues well into the sixteenth century, so that comparative expenditures from which to make some kind of speculation do not exist. The best that can be offered are the Drapers’ expenses for a morris at the watches in 1521:




It’ to Robert Greves for a morysdance & ij mynstrelles riding at there own coste except ij sylk cotes & ij hors trappers that we lent them and we gave the said mynstrelles ij white hartes & paid for the mores daunce for both nyghtes xiiij s.


(Robertson and Gordon 1954, 10)





This reference is close to an accounting of a single payment for morris alone, but it covers two nights, and costumes are supplied by the drapers themselves. And it is forty-four years later than the source to be compared. So, an estimate of seven shillings for a night’s dance (that is, fourteen shillings divided by two nights and not counting the costs of the minstrels’ hats) is no more than a stab in the dark; but given that the line item in the 1477 accounts came to twenty-eight shillings and nine pence it might, if anything, be a low estimate.


Such funding is a good amount of money and conveys a sense that the dancers were paid well, and may even have been professionals. To give some sense of the value of money at the time in terms of contemporary prices and wages the following are extracted from sources that bear on the year 1477:




Earnings:











	



building laborer







	



4 d. per (10-hour) day
















	



craftsman







	



6 d. per day

















(Darby 1973, 198)


Prices (averages rounded to the nearest penny):











	



Wheat







	



6s. 4d. per quarter (i.e., eight bushels)
















	



Cows







	



8s. 6d. each












	



Geese







	



4d. each












	



Butter







	



Is. 4d. per doz. lb.












	



Eggs







	



8d. per 10 doz

















(Finberg 1967, 869)





Statistics on prices and wages for this period are scarce and not totally reliable, but at least some relative sense of what a payment of nine shillings would imply can be gleaned from these figures. What cannot be known is among how many people the sum had to be split, nor what other expenses had to be paid. And, of course, the actual sum awarded is strictly a guess.


Similar problems arise in drawing conclusions based on the only other datable and locatable reference to a ‘morris’ in the fifteenth century, the record of an amount paid by Henry VII to dancers at his Christmas revels in 1494. The account book simply states that forty shillings was paid ‘for pleying of the mourice dance,’ with no indication of the number of people involved, their expenses, or any other hint as to how the money was apportioned. Even so, the sum is substantial and, even more than the guild accounts, suggests an elaborate professional performance, which the royal court would naturally expect of festivities at one of the great annual holidays (although by comparison with what Henry’s son Henry VIII spent on revelling, this forty shillings is a mere pourboire). It should also be noted that the costs of the royal court are absolutely higher than those of the Drapers’ guild, being nearly twice as much as the drapers paid all told, including the expenses of the ‘ix worthi.’


The royal Christmas revels at which the morris makes its first known appearance were a long-standing tradition of the Tudor monarchs, and their account books provide extensive records of morris dancing and its context (which receive their due in later chapters). Thus this last source in the fifteenth century, like the others, founds a soon-to-be venerable tradition of kings, queens, and nobles feasting in glittering halls and enjoying morris dancing as part of their midwinter’s sport.


Only one other fifteenth-century source remains to be considered, that of the household accounts from Lanherne for Christmas 1466/7. I have left this reference until last because in several respects it is singular and difficult to interpret. To begin, the performance is called a ‘moruske,’ so that by the principles established in appendix A it is not a fully applicable source. Nor can it be considered especially representative. Morris dances at private houses appear in the records sporadically 100 years later, and after another 100 years have passed become quite frequent. But for this era, the reference is unique. Thus, complete trust cannot be placed in what may be deduced from its particulars. However, it being only one of a bare handful of sources, it must be considered.


The items in the Lanherne account book that relate explicitly to the morisk are brief but give a few clues as to the nature of the performance. There are actually only three line items specifically linked to the morisk: two quires of paper (7d), a half pound of glue (2d) and four dozen bells (3s). So, the total cost directly attributable to the morisk is three shillings and nine pence. And there are no expenditures for dancers themselves, nor for turning the raw materials into costumes. Taken together these facts seem to indicate a home-made performance of some sort.


Conjectures on how the paper and glue were turned into costumes or other dance gear — if indeed that was even their use — must necessarily be hedged around with caveats, but a few points may be established. At the outset it must be remembered that paper was not the commodity then that it is today. Paper for writing and wrapping was not unheard of in England in the fifteenth century, but general demand was low and all paper was imported until the tail end of the century. When Caxton set up his press in 1476 he used nothing but imported paper, and although the establishment of the printing of books increased the need for paper over parchment, vellum, and other manuscript materials, it was not until the second half of the sixteenth century that English paper mills were able to turn a profit (see Coleman 1958: 1–88, and Shorter, 1971: 13–19 for details). Thus paper might well have made a suitable temporary costume or staging material as befits its physical properties, but it would, nonetheless, have had a rarity value, making it at least minimally exotic.


The quantity of paper and its quality are not easily deduced from the Lanherne accounts. A quire is twenty-four (sometimes twenty-five) sheets, but the size of a sheet can vary according to the type of paper and its use. Thus absolute area (on which to hazard a guess concerning the number of costumes made therefrom) cannot be known. Comparison with the accounts of Winchester College – the only reliable series of records for establishing a base price for paper in the fifteenth century (see Beveridge 1939, 69–70 and 85–6) – are very difficult to make. Using calculations based on parcelled entries in the accounts, and extrapolations from later years, it would seem that there were two basic prices for paper – 2d and 3d per quire — suggesting perhaps two different sizes, or, more likely, different qualities. In 1540 — when basic paper prices were unchanged from their fifteenth century levels — there is an entry for Imperial sheets (22″ × 30″ for writing paper) at 6d per quire. Thus, Demy sheets (15.5″ × 20″ for writing paper) at 3d per quire would be reasonable, with a poorer grade selling for 2d. But sizes and qualities were not standardized in the fifteenth century and are almost never specified in accounts. Neverthe less, it is within the bounds of reason to hypothesize that the morisk at Lanherne used no less than forty-eight Demy sheets (a total of approximately 103 square feet), assuming, among other things, that it was all used.


If for no other reason it might be argued that the paper used at Lanherne was of a standard writing size such as Demy or Medium (17.25″ × 22.5″) because the larger sizes were special stocks, hard to come by. Then again it is not inconceivable that the paper used was not writing paper at all, but some other, perhaps coloured stock, sold in sizes that cannot now be determined. And it cannot be ruled out that the 7d for the two quires was a parcelled item with, say, one quire valued at 4d and the other at 3d, the two prices representing two different sizes or qualities. Whatever the case, unless the paper were of some exorbitant quality, which seems unlikely given the modesty of other expenses, there was a sizable quantity of it from which to make the gear for a household entertainment.


Possibly of as much use for comparative purposes is the fact that Winchester College throughout the fifteenth century used only between three and six quires of the more expensive paper in a year (and one to two reams, i.e., twenty to forty quires, of the cheaper), all purchased at one time. Thus a sense can be gained of the cultural value and rarity of paper as a commodity.


There are actually two entries for paper used at Lanherne’s Christmas celebrations – the one already mentioned for two quires at 3.5d per quire in regards the morisk, and eight quires ‘for disgysynge’ at 3d per quire. If the paper for the morris is a significant amount, that for the disguising is enormous (possibly over 400 square feet by the above calculations). Other entries connected with the Christmas celebrations may refer to the disguising, the morisk, or both. For example, there are payments of 12d each for half a pound of vermilion and the same weight of orsidue (or arsedine), a gold-coloured alloy of copper and zinc used in thin sheets as a base substitute for gold leaf on toys and the like. Both could have been used to add colour to costumes or other performance gear, although no specific mention of their use is made in the accounts themselves.


It is also worthy of note that in the early sixteenth century, court records often speak of ‘disguisings’ and ‘morisks’ (rather than morrises’) in a way that suggests a close relationship between the two, and generates some ideas concerning the nature of the Lanherne Christmas entertainments. For example the court accounts for 1501 record:




Item, that Jacques Hauk and William Pawne … devise and prepare disguisings and some morisks after the best manner they can.


(Kipling 1977, 100)





and for Christmas 1508:




Also, Henry Wentworth asketh alowauns for his costes, being abought the besyness of the disguising and moreske by the kinges commaundement, from the 27th day of September to the 27th day of December, at 8d be the day for 80 days 53s 4d.


(Myers 1981, 127)





‘Disguising’ was the name given at this time to the forerunner of the courtly masques and antimasques and, as such, was concerned more with spectacular display than drama. That is, disguisings emphasized costume and extravagant exhibition over narrative content. The court records above seem to indicate that it was the fashion to include in the disguising a dance or other performance à la moresque, or, in the Moorish style, and this is confirmed by a contemporary source – an eyewitness description of the marriage of princess Mary to Charles of Castille in 1508:




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.


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


(Gairdner 1893, 30)
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