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History of Morris Dancers

The history of morris dancers is a fascinating journey that delves into centuries-old traditions rooted
in English folklore and cultural celebrations. Originating from rural customs, religious festivals, and
seasonal rites, morris dancing has evolved over time into a vibrant folk tradition cherished across the
United Kingdom. This article explores the origins, evolution, and significance of morris dancing,
highlighting its enduring legacy and cultural importance.

Origins of Morris Dancing

Ancient Roots and Early Traditions

The origins of morris dancing are shrouded in mystery, with theories suggesting its roots date back to
medieval times, possibly as early as the 15th or 16th centuries. Some historians trace its beginnings
to pagan fertility rites, spring celebrations, or agricultural festivals designed to ensure a good harvest.
The dance's rhythmic movements and symbolic use of tools like sticks, swords, and handkerchiefs
may have served ritualistic purposes, invoking seasonal renewal and community cohesion.

Key points about early origins include:
- Pagan and Fertility Rituals: Many believe morris dancing evolved from pre-Christian fertility rites
meant to promote crop growth and fertility.
- Spring and Seasonal Festivals: The dance was often performed during May Day and other spring
festivals to mark the changing seasons.
- Rural Community Celebrations: Originally, morris dancing was a community activity, bringing
villagers together to celebrate and ward off evil spirits.

Medieval and Tudor Period Developments

During the medieval period, morris dancing became increasingly associated with village festivities,
fairs, and religious events. It was often performed as part of church festivals or local celebrations,
blending pagan traditions with Christian practices. Some historical records from the Tudor era
mention groups of dancers performing in towns and villages, sometimes linked to specific guilds or
social groups.

Highlights of this period include:
- Integration with Religious Festivals: Morris dancers performed during important church festivals like
Whitsun and Corpus Christi.
- Guild and Community Associations: Dancers sometimes belonged to guilds or local groups, adding a
social dimension to the tradition.
- Costumes and Instruments: Early costumes were simple, with dancers often wearing bells or bells
sewn into their clothing to attract spirits or ward off evil.



The Evolution of Morris Dancing

17th and 18th Century Changes

As England entered the early modern period, morris dancing experienced shifts influenced by social,
political, and religious changes. The Reformation and subsequent Puritan movement led to the
suppression of many folk customs, including morris dancing, which was viewed as pagan or frivolous.

However, morris dancing persisted in rural communities, often performed discreetly or during specific
festivals. The 17th and 18th centuries saw:
- Decline Due to Religious Oppression: During the Puritan era, morris dancing was discouraged or
banned in some regions.
- Resilience in Rural Areas: Despite bans, rural communities kept the tradition alive, passing it down
through generations.
- Introduction of New Styles and Variations: Different regions developed their own distinctive styles,
such as Cotswold, Border, and North West morris.

19th Century Revival and Victorian Interest

The 19th century marked a significant revival of morris dancing, driven partly by the Romantic
movement's fascination with folklore and national traditions. Key developments include:
- Folklore Collectors and Anthropologists: Scholars like Cecil Sharp and others documented and
preserved morris dancing, helping to rekindle interest.
- Formation of Morris Clubs and Societies: These organizations aimed to revive and sustain morris
dancing as a cultural tradition.
- Standardization of Styles: Regional variations were recorded, and some styles, like Cotswold morris,
gained prominence.

The Victorian era also saw:
- Increased Public Performances: Morris dancing was showcased at fairs, festivals, and public events.
- Costume and Music Standardization: Costumes became more elaborate, often featuring bells,
ribbons, and hats, with music played on traditional instruments like accordions, fiddles, and drums.

Contemporary Morris Dancing

Modern Revival and Popularity

Today, morris dancing remains a vibrant part of English cultural life, with active groups across the UK
and beyond. The modern revival has emphasized community participation, historical authenticity, and
festive spirit.

Features of contemporary morris dancing include:



- Community Involvement: Local clubs and clubs welcome dancers of all ages and backgrounds.
- Diverse Styles and Interpretations: While traditional styles like Cotswold morris remain popular, new
forms such as sword dancing and rapper dancing have emerged.
- Festivals and Events: Major events like the Sidmouth Folk Festival and the Battle of the Roses attract
large audiences and promote morris dancing.

Significance and Cultural Impact

Morris dancing continues to symbolize community spirit, cultural heritage, and seasonal celebration. It
has also gained recognition as an important aspect of English folklore and intangible cultural heritage.

The significance includes:
- Preservation of Tradition: Morris dancing helps keep alive centuries-old customs and stories.
- Cultural Identity: It fosters a sense of belonging and regional pride.
- Tourism and Education: Morris performances attract tourists and serve as educational tools for
understanding local history.

Regional Variations of Morris Dancing

Morris dancing is not monolithic; it encompasses various regional styles, each with distinctive
features.

Cotswold Morris
- Originates from the Cotswolds region in south-central England.
- Dancers typically wear bells on their knees and carry sticks.
- Known for intricate footwork and lively tunes.

Border Morris
- Originates from the England–Wales border area.
- Dancers often wear blackened faces, ribbons, and costumes designed to ward off spirits.
- Uses sticks, swords, or handkerchiefs.

North West Morris
- Developed in industrial towns like Manchester and Liverpool.
- Features synchronized group routines, often with heavy bells.
- Emphasizes rhythmic footwork and lively music.



Symbols and Significance of Morris Dancing

Morris dancing is rich in symbolism, often representing seasonal cycles, community unity, and cultural
identity.

Key symbols include:
- Bells: Signify warding off evil spirits and attracting positive energy.
- Ribbons and Flowers: Represent fertility and spring renewal.
- Costumes: Traditional attire connects dancers to historical and regional identities.

Its significance extends beyond entertainment, serving as a living link to the past, a communal
activity, and a symbol of regional pride.

Conclusion

The history of morris dancers is a testament to the enduring power of folk traditions and community
celebration. From its uncertain pagan origins to its revival in modern times, morris dancing has
continuously adapted while preserving its core spirit. It remains a vibrant symbol of English cultural
heritage, bringing communities together to celebrate seasonal transitions, local history, and shared
identity. Whether performed in traditional styles or innovative forms, morris dancing continues to
enchant audiences and preserve a centuries-old legacy for generations to come.

Keywords: history of morris dancers, morris dancing origins, English folklore, regional styles of morris,
cultural heritage, folk traditions, community celebrations, revival of morris dancing

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of Morris dancing?
Morris dancing is believed to have originated in England during the Middle Ages, with roots possibly
dating back to pagan fertility rituals and folk customs intended to invoke good harvests and ward off
evil spirits.

How has Morris dancing evolved over the centuries?
Over the centuries, Morris dancing has evolved from primarily rural, community-based festivities to a
more organized and performative tradition, incorporating various regional styles, costumes, and
music while maintaining its folkloric roots.

What are some traditional elements of Morris dancing
costumes?
Traditional Morris dancing costumes often include bell pads, hats decorated with ribbons or flowers,
white shirts, and colorful sashes or waistcoats, reflecting the festive and ceremonial nature of the



dance.

Why is Morris dancing considered an important part of English
cultural heritage?
Morris dancing is considered a vital part of English cultural heritage because it preserves ancient folk
traditions, promotes community involvement, and connects modern audiences with historical customs
and rural celebrations.

Are there different styles of Morris dancing?
Yes, there are several regional styles of Morris dancing, including English, Cotswold, North West, and
Border Morris, each with unique dance steps, costumes, and music, reflecting local traditions and
histories.

Additional Resources
History of Morris Dancers

The vibrant tradition of Morris dancing, often characterized by rhythmic footwork, colorful costumes,
and elaborate stick and handkerchief routines, is a cornerstone of English folk culture. With roots that
stretch back over several centuries, Morris dancing embodies a rich tapestry of history, myth, social
change, and regional variation. Its evolution from medieval origins to modern revival offers a
fascinating window into the enduring human desire for communal celebration, storytelling, and ritual
expression.

---

Origins of Morris Dancing: Medieval Beginnings and
Early Evidence

Medieval Roots and Ritual Significance

The precise origins of Morris dancing are shrouded in mystery, but most scholars agree that its roots
extend deep into medieval England, possibly even earlier. The earliest references to dances
resembling Morris can be traced back to the 15th and 16th centuries, although the genre likely
developed from older folk rituals involving dance, music, and symbolic gestures aimed at ensuring
good harvests, health, and fertility.

Medieval society often intertwined dance with religious and seasonal festivals. Morris dances may
have originated as fertility rites, meant to invoke divine favor or to celebrate seasonal transitions such
as the coming of spring and the harvest. The use of masks, symbolic costumes, and dance
movements could have played roles in these ritualistic practices, creating a sacred or communal
experience that reinforced social bonds.



Early Documentation and Artistic Depictions

While concrete evidence from the medieval period is scarce, several historical records and artistic
representations offer glimpses into early Morris traditions:

- 16th-century references: The term "Morris" appears in court records and literary sources, sometimes
linked to festive dances performed during fairs or religious celebrations.
- Paintings and engravings: Some surviving artwork from the 16th and 17th centuries depict groups of
dancers in colorful costumes, performing in town squares or at festivals.
- Literary mentions: Playwrights like William Shakespeare referenced dancing and festivities that bear
similarities to Morris customs, indicating its presence in popular culture.

These early accounts suggest that Morris dancing was a widespread, though localized, form of
entertainment and ritual.

---

Evolution Through the Renaissance and Early Modern
Period

Transformation and Regional Variations

As England transitioned into the Renaissance and early modern periods, Morris dancing became
increasingly localized, giving rise to diverse styles across regions. This period saw the codification of
different forms, each with unique costumes, movements, and musical accompaniments.

Some notable regional styles include:

- Cotswold Morris: Characterized by five dancers, sticks, handkerchiefs, and bells, often performed in
Gloucestershire and surrounding counties.
- Northwest Morris: Known for its lively, rhythmic footwork and use of bells and sticks.
- Border Morris: Featuring blackened faces and more theatrical, sometimes satirical, routines.

This regional differentiation reflects the adaptation of Morris dancing to local customs, dialects, and
social contexts.

Influence of Social and Political Changes

The early modern period was also marked by significant social upheaval, which impacted Morris
traditions:

- Reformation and Civil Wars: Religious reforms and political conflicts sometimes suppressed or
altered traditional dances, associating them with pagan or unorthodox practices.
- Class and social mobility: Morris dancing remained predominantly a rural or working-class activity,



but it also gained popularity among the urban middle classes and nobility, which helped preserve and
adapt the tradition.

Despite challenges, Morris dancing persisted as a vital expression of community identity and cultural
continuity.

---

Decline and Revival: 17th to 20th Century

Periods of Suppression and Decline

The 17th and 18th centuries saw fluctuating fortunes for Morris dancing. During the Puritan era, many
festive customs, including Morris, were viewed as pagan or frivolous, leading to bans and decline. The
popularity of formalized entertainment, such as theater and concert halls, also overshadowed
traditional dances.

By the 19th century, Morris dancing was often seen as a rustic relic of the past, with many
communities losing touch with their local traditions. Urbanization and industrialization contributed to
the decline, as rural communities dwindled and social cohesion weakened.

Victorian Revival and Romantic Nationalism

The 19th century marked a turning point with the rise of the Romantic movement, which idealized
rural life and folklore. Prominent folklorists and antiquarians began collecting and documenting
traditional customs, including Morris dancing.

Notable figures and movements include:

- E. B. Tylor and the Folk-Lore Society: Advocated for the preservation of traditional customs as vital
components of national identity.
- Revivalists and enthusiasts: Groups like the Morris Ring, founded in 1934, aimed to revive and
preserve authentic Morris traditions.
- Literary influences: Writers such as William Morris celebrated folk arts, helping to embed Morris
dancing into the cultural consciousness.

This period saw a resurgence of interest, often romanticized, in Morris dancing as a symbol of national
heritage.

---



Modern Revival and Contemporary Practices

20th and 21st Century Resurgence

Post-World War II Britain experienced a renewed enthusiasm for folk traditions, with Morris dancing at
the forefront. The revival was driven by:

- Folklore societies: Organizations dedicated to preserving and promoting traditional dance.
- Community festivals: Events that showcased Morris dancing, fostering participation and public
interest.
- Media and popular culture: Films, documentaries, and literature highlighted the vibrancy of Morris
traditions, attracting new generations.

Today, Morris dancing is a thriving part of British cultural life, with hundreds of teams across the UK
performing at festivals, parades, and local events.

Variations and Contemporary Styles

Modern Morris dancing encompasses a wide spectrum of styles, often reflecting regional origins, but
also embracing innovation:

- Traditional Morris: Maintaining historical costumes, routines, and music.
- Border Morris: Incorporating theatrical elements, often with face paint and satirical themes.
- Cotswold Morris: Focused on precise footwork, traditional tunes, and historic costumes.
- Dance improvisation and fusion: Some groups blend Morris with other dance forms, modern music,
or theatrical performance to appeal to diverse audiences.

The movement also emphasizes inclusivity, with women, children, and diverse communities
participating more than ever before.

---

Symbolism and Cultural Significance

Mythical and Ritual Elements

While often viewed as entertainment, Morris dancing retains several symbolic elements:

- Fertility and seasonal rituals: Dancing to invoke good harvests and ward off evil spirits.
- Community bonding: Rituals reinforce social cohesion and shared identity.
- Mythical narratives: Some routines incorporate mythological themes, reinforcing cultural memory.



Modern Interpretations and Cultural Identity

Today, Morris dancing is viewed both as a cherished tradition and a living art form. It serves as a
conduit for cultural expression, regional pride, and community engagement. Its adaptability allows it
to remain relevant, bridging historical practices with contemporary values of inclusivity and creativity.

---

Conclusion

The history of Morris dancers is a testament to the resilience of cultural traditions amid social change
and upheaval. From its obscure medieval origins to its vibrant modern revival, Morris dancing
embodies a collective desire to celebrate community, heritage, and the cyclical nature of seasons and
life. As communities continue to preserve and adapt this colorful tradition, Morris dancing remains a
vital link to England’s provincial past and a dynamic part of its cultural future. Its rhythmic steps,
lively music, and vivid costumes continue to enchant audiences and participants alike, ensuring that
this ancient art form endures for generations to come.

History Of Morris Dancers

  history of morris dancers: The History of Morris Dancing, 1458-1750 John Forrest,
2025-01-01 Morris dancing, one of the more peculiar of the English folk customs, has been greatly
misunderstood. In The History of Morris Dancing, 1458-1750 John Forrest analyses a wealth of
evidence to show that Morris dancing does not, as is often assumed, have pagan or ancient origins.
He examines early documentation to draw Morris traditions into the wide area of communal custom
and public celebrations, showing the passage of dance ideas between groups previously considered
folklorically distinct. Careful, detailed and encyclopaedic, The History of Morris Dancing, 1458-1750,
is an essential reference work for specialists in English drama and social historians of the period, as
well as offering fascinating insight for those who enjoy Morris dancing.
  history of morris dancers: History and the Morris Dance John Cutting, 2005 In the middle of
the 1970s, a storm swept through the world of Morris: women had started to dance what, up to then,
had been widely considered to be a men-only tradition. John Cutting had joined Herga Morris in
1972 and was thus a newcomer at the time. What, then, was this Morris tradition? Was it
entertainment? Was it some mystical rite?
  history of morris dancers: History of Morris Dancing, 1438-1750 John Forrest, 1999-12 Morris
dancing, one of the more peculiar of the English folk customs, has been greatly misunderstood.
Traditional scholarship on this custom has been based on the assumption that morris dancing is one
of the pagan calendar rituals, a preconception held by many folklorists of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Now, building upon his previous work with Michael Heaney of the
Bodleian Library in Annals of Early Morris, John Forrest carefully analyses a wealth of evidence to
show that morris dancing does not, in fact have pagan or ancient origins. His examination of early
documentation draws morris traditions into the wider area of communal customs and public
celebrations, showing the passage of dance ideas between groups of people who until now have been
considered folklorically distinct. Careful, detailed, and encyclopedic, The History of Morris Dancing,
1458-1750 is an essential reference work for specialists in English drama and social historians of the
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period.
  history of morris dancers: The Morris Book Cecil James Sharp, Herbert C. MacIlwaine, 1919
  history of morris dancers: The Ancient English Morris Dance Michael Heaney, 2023-12-31
The idea that morris dancing captures the essence of ancient Englishness, inherently carefree and
merry, has been present for over four hundred years. The Ancient English Morris Dance traces the
history of those attitudes, from the dance's introduction to England in the fifteenth century, through
the contention of the Reformation and Civil War, during which morris dancing and maypoles became
potent symbols of the older ways of living. Thereafter it developed and diversified, neglected and
disdained, until antiquaries began to take an interest in its history, leading to its re-invention as
emblematic of Victorian concepts of Merrie England in the nineteenth century. The quest for
authentic understanding of what that meant led to its revival at the beginning of the twentieth
century, but that was predicated on the perception of it as part of England's declining rural past, to
the neglect of the one area (the industrial north-west) where it continued to flourish. The revival led
in turn to its further evolution into the multitude of forms and styles in which it may be encountered
today.
  history of morris dancers: The Morris Book Cecil J. Sharp and Herbert C. Macilwaine,
  history of morris dancers: Ribbons, Bells, and Squeaking Fiddles Keith Chandler, 1993
Ribbons, Bells and Squeaking Fiddles provides the definitive work on the subject.
  history of morris dancers: Morris Dance at Revesby (Folklore History Series) T. Fairman
Ordish, 2011-10-13 Morris dancing is unique to the British Isles. In this book we explore the rich
history of this long standing tradition. Many of the earliest books, particularly those dating back to
the 1900's and before, are now extremely scarce and increasingly expensive. We are republishing
these classic works in affordable, high quality, modern editions, using the original text and artwork.
  history of morris dancers: The Ancient English Morris Dance Michael Heaney, 2023-03-30
This book traces the history of morris dancing in England, from its introduction in the 15th century,
through the contention of the Reformation and Civil War, when morris dancing and maypoles
became potent symbols of the older ways of living, to its re-invention as an emblem of Victorian
concepts of Merrie England in the 19th century.
  history of morris dancers: The Morris Book Cecil James Sharp, Herbert C. MacIlwaine, 1909
  history of morris dancers: The ^AOxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Dance Lynsey
McCulloch, Brandon Shaw, 2019-01-28 Featuring new chapters from thirty leading scholars, The
Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Dance examines the relationship between William
Shakespeare - his life, works, afterlife - and dance.
  history of morris dancers: A History of European Folk Music Jan Ling, 1997 The aim of this
study is to increase understanding of folk music within an historical, European framework, and to
show the genre as a dynamic and changing art form. The book addresses a plethora of questions
through its detailed examination of a wide range of music from vastly different national and cultural
identities. It attempts to elucidate the connections between, and the varying development of, the
music of peoples throughout Europe, firstly by examining the ways in which scholars of different
ideological and artistic ambitions have collected, studied and performed folk music, then by
investigating the relationship between folk and popular music. Jan Ling is Professor of Musicology at
Göteborg University, Sweden.
  history of morris dancers: History of Dance, 2E Kassing, Gayle, 2017-05-17 History of
Dance, Second Edition, examines dance from prehistoric times to today. It focuses on the dancers
and choreographers, dances, and significant dance works from each time period and offers an
instructor guide, test bank, PowerPoint presentation package, and student web resource to reinforce
learning.
  history of morris dancers: History of Dance Gayle Kassing, 2007 History of Dance: An
Interactive Arts Approachprovides an in-depth look at dance from the dawn of time through the 20th
century. Using an investigative approach, this book presents the who, what, when, where, why, and
how of dance history in relation to other arts and to historical, political, and social events. In so



doing, this text provides a number of ways to create, perceive, and respond to the history of dance
through integrated arts and technology. This study of dancers, dances, and dance works within an
interactive arts, culture, and technology environment is supported by the National Standards in
dance, arts education, social studies, and technology education. History of Dance: An Interactive
Arts Approachhas four parts. Part Iexplains the tools used to capture dance from the past. Part
IIbegins a chronological study of dance, beginning with its origins and moving through ancient
civilizations and the Middle Ages through the Renaissance. Part IIIcovers dance from the 17th to the
20th century, including dance at court, dance from court to theater, romantic to classical ballet, and
dance in the United States. Part IVfocuses on 20th-century American dance, highlighting influences
on American ballet and modern dance as it emerged, matured, and evolved during that century.
History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approachincludes the following features: -Chapter outlines
that present topics covered in each chapter -Opening scenarios to set the scene and introduce each
time period -Explorations of dancers, choreographers, and other personalities -Explorations of the
dances and significant choreography and dance literature of each time period -History Highlight
boxes containing unusual facts, events, and details to bring history to life -History Trivia, providing
insights into how dance relates to the history, art, and society of the time period -Web sites to
encourage further exploration -Developing a Deeper Perspective sections that encourage students to
use visual or aesthetic scanning, learn and perform period dances, observe and write performance
reports, develop research projects and WebQuests (Internet-based research projects), and
participate in other learning activities -Vocabulary terms at the end of each chapter Each chapter in
parts II through IV provides an overview of the time period, including a time capsule and a historical
and societal overview. Each chapter focuses on major dancers, choreographers, and personalities;
dances of the period, including dance forms, dance designs, accompaniment, costuming, and
performing spaces; and significant dance works and dance literature. The chapters also feature a
series of eight experiential learning activities that help students dig deeper into the history of dance,
dancers, and significant dance works and literature. These activities are presented as reproducible
templates that include perceiving, creating, performing, writing, and presenting oral activities
infused with technology. Teachers can use these activities as optional chapter assignments or as
extended projects to help apply the information and to use technology and other integrated arts
sources to make the history of dance more meaningful. History of Danceis an indispensable text for
dance students who want to learn the history of dance and its relationship to other arts of the times
using today's interactive technology.
  history of morris dancers: Marlowe's Tragical History of Doctor Faustus and Greene's
Honourable History of Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay Christopher Marlowe, 1878
  history of morris dancers: The Morris Book, (Part 1); A History of Morris Dancing, With a
Description of Eleven Dances as Performed by the Morris-Men of England Herbert C. Macilwaine,
Cecil J. Sharp, 2023-11-12 The Morris Book, (Part 1); A History of Morris Dancing, With a
Description of Eleven Dances as Performed by the Morris-Men of England, a classical and rare book
that has been considered essential throughout human history, so that this work is never forgotten,
we at Alpha Editions have made efforts in its preservation by republishing this book in a modern
format for present and future generations. This whole book has been reformatted, retyped and
designed. These books are not made of scanned copies of their original work and hence the text is
clear and readable.
  history of morris dancers: The American History and Encyclopedia of Music W.L.
Hubbard, G.W. Andrews, A. Forte, 1910
  history of morris dancers: The American History and Encyclopedia of Music ... William
Lines Hubbard, George Whitfield Andrews, Edward Dickinson, Arthur Foote, Emil Liebling, 1908
  history of morris dancers: The American History and Encyclopedia of Music: Musical
dictionary. W. L. Hubbard, editor , 1910
  history of morris dancers: The New Annual Register, Or, General Repository of History,
Politics, and Literature for the Year ... , 1809
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