THE LADY OF THE RING
The Historical Morris II

JULIAN PILLING

The historical view of the morris dance has been bedevilled by populist views. Until it is rid of
these no great progress will be made in the understanding of it for it encompasses kings, lords,
citizens, artisans as well as the occasional peasant. The term morris may be used specifically or
loosely. Many who write on morris are inclined to presume that any other person who has used the
term knew exactly what he or she was talking about, certainly an unwarranted presumption. It
would seem mainly to have been used to describe a fantastic dance according to the current ideas
on what a dance should be, and occasionally to describe a dance with some ceremony or mumming
attached to it. Certainly one must be extremely wary of projecting back in time the twentieth
century reality of morris.

In my first article I dealt with possible realisations of two types of morris for plays of early
Stuart times with what 1 hope was an approach to authenticity. I did not refer particularly to the
Italian moresca such as we see at the end of Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo Favola, as Caroso and Negri give
good guidelines for these in such dances as ‘The Gentle Shepherd’ and the torch dances.

The morris dance is the moorish dance. It is moorish as the Sicilian dance is Sicilian or the
almayn is German, but it is greater than those for it has Europe for a reference while those others
are contained within Europe. Nevertheless the whole thing is a merry conceit of dancers and always
popular. To look for black faces when few there be or a disguise for folklore’s sake is a waste of
time. Morris is apparently xenogenous and but for Frazer in the wood and Freud lurking
everywhere it could have remained unselfconscious.

If morris is a traditional dance, and this we must allow in some of its aspects, then one of the
main elements is, as I have said previously, the revival of the dance. The dance that I propose to
deal with is a revival of the sixteenth century, and I am putting together various bits of revivals to
make a whole for the purpose of display, the bits may not fit so well but they are reasonably
contemporary bits and at worst, better than your average anachronism.

Folklorists and antique shop owners share a delight in pretending that things are older than
they are and typify a fetching failing of the human race that historians may not share. The
renowned Betley Window, having been ascribed to various earlier periods, I here venture it to be
late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. It represents an interest in things of an earlier period
and it has been described many times and in great detail. It also represents Merrie England. Edward
German put Merrie England firmly in the reign of Good Queen Bess, morris dancing and all. I do
not wish to be unkind but there were some aspects of the reign of Queen Elizabeth I that were less
than merrie. She was uncharitable to moors and she was uncharitable to morris. When King James I
issued his ‘Book of Sports’ after the petition presented to him at Hoghton Towers, he was allowing
again those games that Queen Elizabeth I had proscribed. Now entertainments that were
substituting for practice at the butts were one thing and the Queen’s entertainments were another.
Not that she was always as keen as James I for them, the accounts often tell of amusements
prepared for her in vain, for she remained in her room and would not come forth.

In July 1575 the Queen spent three weeks at Kenilworth with the Earl of Leicester. One of
the entertainments during this period was a morris ‘after the aucient style — six dawnsers and a
maid marion and a fool’. Now this is similar to the group in the Betley window except that this
contains a friar, a hobby horse and a tabberer. One may suppose that they had a musician but the
other characters appear to be optional, certainly the horse was. The Friar may have been there as
one of the dancers, as a secondary fool he crops up all over the place, but perhaps absent
sometimes because in the copartner dance he does not have a suitable spouse, but that is another
tale. The Betley window is an echo of those groups of the fifteenth century such as we see
represented by Israel van Meckenem, it is pure revival of olden times just as the Nuremburg Schembart
drawings were seventeenth century illustrations of a festival of the late fifteenth century.

There is a fair amount of evidence to suggest that this Ring morris was a wooing play in
which the fool is successful in gaining the lady. I now wish to introduce the play from a MS. in
Dulwich College Library. It has no title but it belongs to this type of entertainment. The play is
written in Elizabethan secretary hand and the speakers’ names are in Italic hand; this would suggest
that it belonged to the end of the sixteenth century. On the back of the MS. there is the forged
signature: Kitt Marlowe. There are three transcriptions of this play but the most accessible is that
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