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Featureless flannels and vulgar fichus:  

Problems of dress in the English Folk Dance Revival 

 
Georgina Boyes 

 

 
When middle class enthusiasts for folk dance 

and song took up the self-appointed task of 

replacing the “English folk” at the turn of the 

twentieth century, deciding what kinds of 

dress they should wear for their performances 

soon became problematic.   Despite various 

attempts at determining a form of costume 

appropriate for male and female folk dancers 

– from knee breeches and waistcoats to 

sunbonnets, gymslips and outfits described as 

“looking like a Ruritanian chorus”, the issue 

of dress was to remain controversial for much 

of the Folk Revival’s history.  And in the 

many ideological disputes dividing the 

Revival during the twentieth century, dress 

also became a signifier of differing 

interpretations of the meaning and history of 

traditions involving dance.  This paper 

explores the cultural background to the many 

unsuccessful answers to the question posed in 

the first days of the Revival – “What Shall 

We Wear? 

 

 ------------------------------------------------------- 

“The question of the most appropriate dress 

for women to wear for Morris and Country 

Dancing is a very vexed one and has given 

rise to much discussion and a large amount of 

criticism.” Florence Golding, “What Shall 

We Wear?” EFDS Journal I:1 (May 1914), 

14. 

The exciting sense of discovery and 

opportunity that fuelled the emergence of The 

English Folk Revival at the turn of the 

twentieth century is palpable.  When public 

exhibitions of newly discovered folk dances 

were given by members of the Espérance 

Club in 1906 and 1907, their performance - 

and what it was felt to represent - were 

greeted with ringing enthusiasm: 

It is as impossible to keep your foot still as 

to keep your head still.  You feel as though 

you too were dancing.  There is nothing 

languid or sensuous about it, nor is there on 

the other hand, any fierce beating up of 

emotional excitement.  It is English.  The 

kindliness of English scenery, the 

equitability of English climate, the pleasant 

healthy sentiments of the English 

countryside inspired these dances.
1
  

Based at Cumberland Market in the “grimy” 

area of St Pancras in London, the Espérance 

Club had been founded by Mary Neal (1860-

1944) and Emmeline Pethick (1867-1954) as 

a means of “making life more interesting 

socially” for young women who “for the most 

part follow sedentary occupations”.
2
  Finding 

that the “English folksongs” collected in 

Somerset by Cecil Sharp (1859-1924) had 

been rapidly taken up by the seamstresses and 

milliners who were the Club’s members, 

Mary Neal contacted Sharp to see if he knew 

of any dances to go with them.  Sharp’s main 

interest at the time was folksong, which he 

had begun collecting in 1903, but in 1899 he 

had seen a group of Morris dancers from 

Headington Quarry in Oxfordshire and noted 

the music to their performance.  He put Neal 

in contact with the Headington dancer and 

musician, William Kimber (1872-1961) and 

she invited Kimber to come to London to 

teach the girls the Headington dances.  

Concerts featuring folksongs and morris 

dances performed by Espérance members – 

who soon included young men and boys 

among their number – proved an outstanding 
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success with socially concerned Edwardians 

and found extensive support from the Press.  

By early 1908, calls to reintroduce the 

material which had been gathered in the 

countryside to the rest of the nation led to the 

foundation of the Society for the Revival and 

Practice of Folk-Music based around the 

Espérance Club. 

A movement to encourage wider performance 

of English folksongs and dances was felt to 

offer a range of advantages beyond its 

obvious artistic benefits.  Politics at the time 

were more than usually conflicted and 

uncertain.  What we now fondly describe as a 

golden Edwardian afternoon was, in fact, a 

decade of turmoil - from the emergence of the 

Labour Party to embody the development of 

Trades Unions and agitation for Home Rule in 

Ireland to demands to curb the role of the 

House of Lords and extend the vote to 

women, the established balance of power in 

the country was coming under challenge.  

But, “hopeful” voices suggested, dissention 

and disunity could still be avoided.  In place 

of the apparently inexorable rise of a divided, 

industrial society, a Folk Revival opened the 

opportunity to re-create ‘the very different 

spirit’ ‘abandoned years ago at the shrill call 

of the factory and during the hurried exodus 

from the countryside’.
3
 If, The Times 

proclaimed, even slum-dwelling Londoners 

could be transformed by contact with 

folksong and dance, a comprehensive remedy 

for vulgarity and a distraction from political 

agitation was at hand: 

Young men, maidens, and children from 

twenty years old to four, they are Cockneys 

born and bred.  You expect, therefore, to 

see and hear in them the rough but sheepish 

noisiness of the young Cockney, the 

hideous vulgarity of the Cockney twang.  

But you find you are mistaken.  You will 

sometimes come across these undesirable 

London products on the variety stage, but 

never amongst the boys and girls of the 
Espérance Guild.  And the conclusion is 

irresistible that it is the folk-spirit which 

makes the difference in joyousness, and 

accent, and general unselfconscious 

refinement.  It is the real folk-spirit that has 

set these eight young mechanics and 

artisans who were one of the charms of the 

performance at Kensington Town Hall last 

night dancing and singing as young 

England should, instead of loafing at street 

corners, or, still more hideous thought, 

spouting at political clubs.
4
    

The values of the countryside were inherent in 

folksongs and dances, Mary Neal proposed, 

and could be accessed through Revival 

performances:   

This revival of the practice and use of our 

English folk music is…, part of a great 

national revival, a going back from town to 

country, a reaction against all that is 

demoralising in city life. It is a re-

awakening of that part of our national 

consciousness which makes for wholeness, 

saneness, and healthy merriment.
 5
 

As was so often to be the case as the Folk 

Revival developed, the choice of costume for 

the Espérance dancers embodied the 

leadership’s view of the purposes and 

meanings underlying the movement.  To 

symbolise the return to the pre-industrial 

countryside inherent in her interpretation of 

the Revival, Neal’s Cockney dressmakers 

took to the stage in the sunbonnets, aprons 

and cotton dresses of agricultural workers, 

with fichus around their shoulders to add a 

touch of historicism: 

The girls should be dressed in bright-

coloured cotton frocks. The bodices should 

be tight fitting, and the skirts gathered or 

pleated on to them, only, however, allowing 

enough fullness to hang comfortably when 

dancing. The skirts should well clear the 

ankles, and the dancers should be 

encouraged to have very little starch in 

frocks or petticoats. The stockings, as the 

men's, should be blue-grey, and the shoes 

stout and easy, and, where possible, 

ornamented with plain steel buckles. 

Muslin aprons and fichus, white collars and 

cuffs may be added to make variety. 

In general, Neal’s choice for the costumes 

was a characteristic blend of practicality and 

romanticism – evoking village green 

festivities but meeting the needs of the dance 

and in colours to suit their wearers:   
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I think there should be as much difference 

as possible in the colours of the dresses and 

little changes of make, so long as simple 

lines are observed, because, as the idea is a 

village festival on a village green at holiday 

time, of course no two people would be 

dressed alike, and I do not myself like the 

dresses which I have seen at different 

performances where the children were all 

dressed rigidly alike, however pretty the 

costume was, so that any variation in the 

dress of men or women is, I think, an 

advantage. 

For men, she looked to existing rural morris 

teams, but suggested options to give variety: 

The morris dance was originally a men's 

dance, and there are still survivals in 

country districts of the costumes worn in 

the old days. We have generally adopted 

that worn by the Bidford men in 

Shakespeare's country, and this is very 

nearly illustrated by the coloured picture in 

this book. But it may be taken for granted 

that the more colour that can be introduced 

into the dress the better, as in old days there 

was a rivalry amongst the women as to who 

could send her man out to dance the morris 

decked in the brightest colours. The best 

adaptation of the dress for to-day is, I think, 

as follows : White knee breeches, grey-blue 

thick stockings (which can still be had in 

country districts), and fairly thick shoes. A 

set of bells should be worn strapped round 

the upper part of the shin, the bells being 

sewn on different coloured braids. The shirt 

should be frilled, and the braces should be 

decked with bright coloured ribbon, on 

which rosettes are sewn, as in the picture. 

The hat should also be decorated with 

plaited coloured ribbons, and the sleeves of 

the shirt tied with black or coloured ribbons 

as in the picture. I do not think the tall hats 

by any means a necessity, though they are 

certainly worn at the present day by the 

Bidford men. A close-fitting cap with lapels 

over the ears is sometimes worn, and I do 

not think the ordinary slouch hat, gaily 

decorated with ribbons, is out of place. For 

boys, the same costume can be worn, the 

set of bells, ribbons, etc., merely being 

made of suitable size in proportion.  

 

And although she also provided an address in 

Eton as a possible source of top hats for boys, 

Neal’s costumes generally took account of the 

limited means of her dancers and their 

families - the “ordinary coloured print frocks 

in which the children go to school” would 

“quite serve” for little girls, she wrote, and if 

dark shades were chosen “they give a 

delightful touch of colour when the frocks 

are, perhaps, a little faded from being 

washed”.
6  

But there was more to Espérance’s 

involvement in folk dance than nostalgia for a 

rural past.  The political potential of the Folk 

Revival movement had not just been 

recognised by the voice of the Establishment 

in The Times, Merrie England and a return to 

dancing on the village green was also a potent 

symbol for the Left.  Socialists like the artist 

and writer William Morris (1834-1896) and 

the illustrator Walter Crane (1845-1915), 

drew on traditional forms such as ballads and 

published images promoting equality and 

healthy fulfilment for workers by depicting 

them dancing and singing round maypoles in 

celebration of May Day.  The founders of the 

Espérance Club were themselves directly 

political – as Emmeline Pethick later wrote: 

Both Mary Neal and I accepted quite 

definitely the gospel of Socialism as it was 

preached in our day by Keir Hardie in the 

political field, and by Edward Carpenter as 

a philosopher and a poet. We were rebels 

against the system that decreed that those 

who did the hard and unpleasant work of 

the world should be shut out from any 

enjoyment of the wealth which they 

wrought with their hands…” 

"It seemed to us the world was upside down 

and being young we felt very hot about it, 

and had perhaps half unconsciously an idea 

that we and the enlightened people of our 

day could do something to set it the right 

way up.
7
  

Even more significantly, Neal, Pethick-

Lawrence and many of their supporters were 

Suffragettes and through this link, Espérance 

dancers appeared at performances promoting 

women’s suffrage.  As groups within the 

suffrage movement became involved in ever 
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more direct and violent action to draw 

attention to their cause, the controversies 

surrounding agitation for women’s rights and 

more general social equality found echoes in 

discussions of the Espérance version of a Folk 

Revival. 

Cecil Sharp, who had used Espérance Club 

members to illustrate his lectures on folk 

tradition and attended the founding meeting 

of the Society for the Revival and Practice of 

Folk Music did not, however, share Neal and 

other Espérance supporters’ egalitarian 

approach.  At this time, an often-wavering 

member of the Fabian Society, his first 

biographer noted “in words … he appeared to 

be an enlightened socialist, but in deeds he 

could be an autocrat.”
 8

  In consequence, 

when his proposals on folksong were not 

accepted by many of the leaders of the music 

profession making up the Folk-Song Society 

Committee and Sharp was forced to turn his 

full attention to folk dance, he found himself 

at odds with both the principles and the 

methods of the Espérance form of Revival.   

Clashing publicly with Mary Neal and 

unwilling to share leadership of the 

movement, in 1911 he went on to found his 

own separate Folk Revival organisation, The 

English Folk-Dance Society.
 9

 

From the beginning of the Folk Revival, 

practical work in dance had been led by 

members of Espérance – several of whose 

young dressmakers had emerged as talented 

and successful teachers at classes across 

England and in America.  In 1907, Florence 

Warren (1887-1944), Espérance’s “Head 

Instructress”,
10

 had begun teaching folk dance 

at Chelsea Physical Training College.  A fee-

paying institution which was part of the South 

Western Polytechnic in London, the College 

provided specialist teacher-training for 

women but also had some classes open to the 

public.  By the summer of 1909, however, 

Sharp was already expressing the view that he 

was “better acquainted with the subject” and 

“animated by higher artistic ideals” than Mary 

Neal and that Espérance-taught dancers were 

“hoydenish”, “rank philistines and enemies of 

the movement”.
11

  So following discussions 

with the Chelsea College’s principle, Dorette 

Wilke (later Wilkie), in September 1909 

Sharp opened a School of Morris Dancing at 

the College and himself began to instruct both 

staff and students in folk dance.  Miss Wilke, 

meanwhile, was co-opted onto the Provisional 

Committee of The English Folk-Dance 

Society and Chelsea students came to provide 

many of the dancers for Sharp’s 

‘demonstration team’.
12 

 

There were a number of strands to this new 

association with teacher-training.  In 1909, 

Sharp’s powerful lobbying had led to the 

inclusion of morris dancing in the Board of 

Education’s revised syllabus for Physical 

Education in schools and as a result, “the need 

for a body of teachers was pressing.” It was, 

however, “of supreme importance,” Sharp 

proposed, that dances “should be accurately 

taught by accredited instructors and that only 

those dances should be disseminated which 

are the survivals of genuine and unbroken 

tradition.”  Feeling that he had “undervalued 

the difficulties and dangers of 

popularization”, Sharp “realized that 

satisfactory results would not be obtained 

unless first hand instruction was given by 

himself and he had direct control over his 

teachers.”  Through the College, his oversight 

of standards and direction within the Folk 

Revival could be almost total – he would not 

only train, but examine and grant certificates 

in folk dance and maintain a register of 

certified teachers, lecturers and classes.
13

  

Neal was very clear about the implications of 

these developments: 

Which interpretation of the peasant dance 

we prefer, whether that given by the 

working folk themselves or that given by 

those trained in physical culture and 

dancing technique, depends on what we 

believe this revival of folk dances will 

ultimately stand for.  Is it to be a real 

expression of the life of the people, a 

setting free of the best aspirations and 

ideals of those who toil for daily bread?  Is 

it to bring back to them some dignity, the 

self-possession, and the joy which is their 

birthright, and, above all, is it to be possible 

to say to any boy or girl, as they leave their 

work, ‘Come and learn dances and songs, 
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for which you need as training only your 

youth and love of life.’  Or is this 

movement to be only an accomplishment 

for those who can afford to spend years in 

the attainment of physical culture?  Is it to 

be a subject of lectures merely?  Is it to 

become so technical that only the learned 

and leisured will dare to take part in it?
14 

A pointed choice between a prominent 

collector and musician, who had also taught 

music to the Royal children and worked in 

association with a training college based in 

Chelsea as opposed to a woman involved in 

radical politics and an institution for the low-

paid workers in St Pancras left little doubt of 

the eventual result.  Espérance did not 

continue its work after 1918, whereas The 

English Folk Dance Society went on to 

achieve some of its greatest successes in the 

decade following the Great War.  Looking 

back, one of Neal’s supporters regretfully 

noted “in the end Sharp triumphed, and now 

his memory is revered by all musical folk-

lorists, whereas of Mary Neal the very name 

is forgotten.  Nevertheless in the beginning 

the movement owed a great deal to her 

disinterested enthusiasm.”
15

  

One little-remarked outcome of these changes 

of direction, however, was a comprehensive 

alteration in the costumes worn by Revival 

dancers.  As well as theoretical studies, 

Chelsea students followed a physically 

demanding curriculum including English, 

German, Swedish and Austrian systems of 

gymnastics, vaulting, fencing and games.  For 

these courses, the standard dress was a ‘gym 

tunic’ which had box pleats falling to knee-

length from a square-necked yolk and caught 

at the waist by a girdle.  Worn with a full-

sleeved white blouse, dark stockings and very 

light, flat shoes, the gym tunic was in 

dramatic contrast to the complex, multiple 

layers of petticoats, whaleboned and tightly 

laced corsetry and extremely elaborate pin-

tucked, lace trimmed, floor-length dresses of 

Edwardian high fashion.  “Simple, practical 

and businesslike”, the gym tunic became the 

standard costume for women taking part in 

most folk dance activities - which were now 

largely focused on lessons, practice, teaching 

and examinations.  Though it seems that 

dancers never adopted the dashing scarlet 

version worn by Dorette Wilke, in other ways 

the liberation provided by an easy-fitting, 

short dress was unprecedented.  “If you’re 

going to do morris,” wrote the novelist Elsie 

J. Oxenham in the early 1920s, “you’ll have 

to get into a tunic, you know!  Morris in a 

frock, or in a blouse and skirt would be too 

awful for words!”
16 

  “Everybody wore 

gymmies,” reported another Oxenham 

character, describing participants at English 

Folk-Dance Society classes: 

There were about thirty girls in the class, all 

in tunics, mostly of blue, though a few were 

green or brown 

or events like the Cheltenham Vacation 

School; 

…she was wearing the old blue gym tunic, 

reaching barely to her knees, which she had 

worn so happily for the month’s dancing at 

Cheltenham…. ‘It’s jolly comfortable!’
 17

 

Oppressive respectability surrounded the 

middle class women who were now the 

majority of recruits to the movement, so the 

opportunity to enjoy the freedom of 

movement and daring unconventionality in 

costume and dance offered exciting new 

experiences: 

Gasping with amazement, Mary found 

herself dancing; found herself instinctively 

keeping time to the music found herself 

enjoying this new thing as she had enjoyed 

nothing for years.  The movements, simple 

as they were, demanded all her thought; she 

was desperately determined not to spoil 

Jen’s dance by being clumsy and forgetful; 

awkward and stiff she felt, indeed, but 

fortunately without the faintest idea how 

awkward she seemed to her partner. 

At the moment she could think only of what 

she must do next; of running or skipping; 

right hand or left.  For a wild agonised 

second she did not know how to skip; then 

it came to her suddenly.  She was not sure 

if she had ever skipped in her life before, 

but she had watched children, and she 

found her feet discovering what to do.  Any 

thought at all beyond her feet and hands 

was given to the astounding incredible fact 
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that she, Mary Devine, was dancing; had 

danced ‘up the line,’ and was beginning to 

go down again.
18

 

Male recruits too, could enjoy the advantage 

of informal, sport-associated dress whilst 

taking part in wholesome, thoroughly English 

activities.  To one observer, even Shakespeare 

would have felt at home with events at The 

English Folk Dance Society’s Vacation 

School at Aldeburgh in Suffolk in 1923:  

His [Shakespeare’s] vision was not troubled 

with artificial ballets and animal bunny-

hugs.  The dances he knew were just these 

morrises and rounds and eights and sixes 

and longways-for-as-many-as-will.  And 

these do not distort the body or turn the 

passions awry.  They are as fresh as May 

and as keen as December.  They are too 

energetic to be compatible with late hours 

and too busy to leave room for 

philandering.  Exercise provides all the 

rouge needed; arduous movements preclude 

elaborate frocks.  The men are at last happy 

– in flannels without a collar.  Everybody is 

always wanted, so there are no wallflowers.  

Youth is no merit and age no bar.
19

 

Whilst most dancing took place in the context 

of classes, country dance parties, vacation 

schools and examinations which were held 

‘privately’ under the auspices of The English 

Folk Dance Society, some public 

performances continued – notably by the 

‘Headquarters Demonstration Team’, who 

provided illustrations for Sharp’s lectures and 

exhibition dances at large events.  Including a 

group of young, upper-middle class 

enthusiasts who had formed their own folk 

dance club after taking courses at Chelsea and 

elsewhere, the Demonstration Team’s 

costumes owed nothing to the dress worn by 

Espérance and embodied Sharp’s views on 

the Revival as an artistic rather than a popular 

movement.  Their “simple” style regularly 

contrasted with the “vulgarised” “much 

befrilled aprons, fichus and mob caps” of 

Espérance, the “coveted blue dresses” 

particular to the Demonstration Team were 

identical "graceful, full-skirted frocks of a 

soft blue banded at the hem with gay-colored 

ribbons"
20

 worn with stockings or long socks 

and light shoes.  Initially, the dresses had 

been high waisted and followed the lines of 

turn of the century aesthetic dress, but by the 

late 1920’s the waistline had been dropped to 

fit with contemporary fashion, though the 

length of skirt was retained at mid-calf length.  

For men, white shirts, flannels and chest-

crossing baldricks based on the dress for some 

historical forms of morris were worn with 

white plimsolls. 

Sharp’s creation of The English Folk Dance 

Society with its classes, grades and 

certificated examinations was intended to 

provide a systematised, quality-controlled, 

exact reproduction of the dances he had 

collected.  He also viewed folk dance as 

having a “corporate, unconscious origin” and 

therefore being “essentially an impersonal 

dance … particularly unfitted for the 

exploitation of personal idiosyncrasies.”
21

  

Arguably, then, the identical costumes chosen 

for the Headquarters’ Team embodied this 

approach, just as the greater range of dress 

required for full participation in Folk Dance 

Society activities reflected the higher incomes 

of its middle class membership.
22

 

Equally significant was Sharp’s re-casting the 

aim of the Revival from what he described as 

“philanthropy” to “artistry” and education.   

The English Folk Dance Society had “made a 

great point of the training of teachers” noted 

The Musical Times in a “stock taking” article 

in 1920.
23

   And certainly Sharp’s 

appointment as Occasional Inspector of 

Training Colleges in Folk-Song and Dancing 

in 1919 had given him added opportunity to 

proselytise for folk dance in College curricula 

and embed the progress of teaching.  Many 

women teachers keen to gain additional 

qualifications became involved with the 

Society from its foundation.  And although 

Espérance had teams of male dancers early in 

its development, The English Folk-Dance 

Society did not recruit a full team of male 

dancers for morris until February 1912 – 

middle class men proving less easily attracted 

to dance than their working-class 

counterparts.  The outcome of this 

combination of circumstances was that Sharp 

led a predominantly female organisation and 
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that - despite his claims for “greater 

authenticity” – within The English Folk-

Dance Society, sword and morris dances 

which had historically been danced largely by 

men were mainly taught to and by women.   

“In sanctioning women’s morris,” opined 

Sharp’s first biographer, “he bowed to the 

inevitable.  Two things influenced him: 

firstly, the morris had to be taught and he was 

dependent on women-teachers; and secondly, 

women’s morris, though a translation rather 

than a representation of the traditional dance, 

could be an expressive thing in itself.”
24

   As 

Sharp himself noted, “although not strictly in 

accordance with ancient usage,” only “the 

pedant” would “debar women from 

participation in a dance as wholesome and as 

beautiful as the Morris” and he praised the 

quality of women’s dance – writing to a 

friend that the Chelsea display team “danced 

superbly”.
25

  

Whatever the artistic and practical merits of 

women’s involvement, however, 

fundamentalist voices began to be raised.  

Even in Sharp’s lifetime, questions about the 

appropriateness of women performing “men’s 

dances” were occasionally aired, but after his 

death these came to be put forward with 

increasing vehemence.  Drawing on theories 

that had been formulated in Germany, Rolf 

Gardiner (1902-1971) a young dancer from 

the team at Cambridge University argued that 

the role and numbers of women in the Society 

had become problematic: 

…women flocked to the schools and 

dominated the Society’s branches.  Men 

were in a hopeless minority.  It was a most 

unnatural state of affairs.
26  

Whilst many researchers of the time – 

including Sharp himself – proposed that 

seasonal customs such as morris and sword 

dances were “survivals” of ancient rituals 

performed to promote the fertility of the land, 

animals and people, Gardiner’s interpretation 

took this abstract theory to a further stage.  He 

proposed that the customs were not merely 

believed to be effective in the pre-historic past 

but were occult activities that continued to 

have power in the present.  Morris and sword 

dancers, he proposed, were descendants of a 

select priesthood who controlled “the 

potencies of the earth” through their 

contemporary performances.
27

   

What the dance needs is the sanction of a 

real occasion.  It needs a true context.  Only 

then is it hallowed and does it in turn 

hallow the occasion.  And consequently the 

dance cannot be made an end in itself; it 

must, to be genuine, be subordinate to the 

real needs of our time.  And it must be 

liberated from the trammels of a false 

traditionalism.  The distinction between 

“traditional” teams and other clubs ought to 

disappear.  As Richard Wolfram has written 

in the first published part of his great book 

“Schwerttanz und Männerbünde” (Sword 

Dance and Men’s Clubs):  “We want life 

and not a museum.  Therefore let us see 

how much of the old stock can take root in 

those new and growing communities of 

which we to-day are members.  And let us 

be mindful of our responsibility.”
28

 

However fantastical Gardiner’s ideas may 

appear now,
29

 numbers of contemporaries 

(including Mary Neal, who “in a devastating 

moment” became convinced that her women 

morris dancers had broken “a law of cosmic 

ritual” after meeting him
30

) advocated 

widespread change in the Society’s approach 

as a result. 

Beyond any new theories, there was already 

justification for a review of the Society’s 

practices at this time.  The English Folk 

Dance Society had amalgamated with The 

Folk-Song Society in 1932 but the old format, 

which restricted the range of dances that 

could be performed until a member had 

succeeded in passing all their graded 

examinations, and lack of participatory events 

continued to limit the average members’ 

opportunities for involvement.  (Of the 1008 

candidates who had taken the Society’s 

examinations in 1931-2, for example, only 

628 had been successful, whilst only twenty-

eight women and one man had taken the 

Advanced Certificate which allowed them to 

access all the items in the Society’s syllabus.  

The Annual Report for that year also lists 

only thirteen Country Dance Parties for 

London members and one in Hertfordshire.
31

) 



Georgina Boyes 

 26 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that women 

students from Newnham College Cambridge 

had founded The Round in 1928, a dance club 

for undergraduates of both sexes that was 

initially outside - and disapproved of - by the 

“unenthusiastic” and “hidebound” English 

Folk-Dance Society, whilst “private clubs” 

such as Greensleeves Morris Men came into 

being in 1926 because “at present, anyone 

who has progressed through all the grades but 

is not constantly performing in shows for 

H.Q. finds himself at rather a loose end”
32

   

In 1934, supporters of male morris founded a 

separate organisation, The Morris Ring, to 

“encourage the dancing of the Morris, and to 

preserve its traditions, to bring into contact all 

existing Morris Men’s Clubs or sides, and to 

encourage the formation of others”.
33

 

Historically, morris teams had danced out of 

doors and toured through town and 

countryside collecting money or food and 

drink in payment for their performance.  From 

necessity, they also danced in their everyday 

leather-soled footwear, rather than the 

plimsolls prescribed for Revival 

performances.  Gardiner and his associates 

began taking morris back into its older, 

informal contexts of dance and through 

member clubs of The Morris Ring their 

initiatives were spread.  As Gardiner 

approvingly pointed out, all the attributes of 

“traditional” morris – including hard shoes – 

were being restored to their pre-Revival form: 

Now that at last The Morris Ring is 

beginning to rescue the Morris from the 

movement, permit an ancient among 

heretics to speak again.  The time which 

regarded the Morris as “healthy exercise,” 

as a worthy alternative to ping-pong, tennis 

or golf, is passing; soon the sight of 

concave-chested, bespectacled suburbans 

prancing over the schoolroom floor in 

rubber-soled (insulating) shoes will become 

rarer.  The hideous din of “Trunkles” (piano 

examination version) will no longer intrude 

the classroom.  The “folky” atmosphere 

will evaporate in the polytechnics and 

churchrooms.  All that amiable, good-

intentioned, yet nevertheless sickly epoch 

will be rendered to the limbo of the 

nineteen-twenties.
 34

 

Fierce argument accompanied all of these 

developments.  And it was women – as 

teachers and dancers of morris, as a large 

proportion of the membership or as leaders of 

resistance to revitalising change – who were 

held to be responsible for many of the 

problems.  And again, it was dress that 

provided a focus of controversy.  Ostensibly, 

the issue was brought to the fore at the 

International Folk Dance Festival which the 

newly conjoint English Folk Dance and Song 

Society hosted in London in 1935.  When the 

seventeen visiting Continental dance teams, 

all dressed in attractive, elaborately decorated 

national and regional costumes, performed as 

part of the Festival, audiences were reported 

to have made adverse comparisons with the 

plain dresses of the women in the English 

team.  As a result, a “crisis” meeting of the 

National Executive was called and the first 

issue of the Society’s members’ magazine, 

English Dance and Song used to invite 

proposals for a home-grown National Dress to 

be worn for demonstration performances.  

Thirty-eight entries were received and, in the 

judgement of the Society’s President, 

Dowager Lady Ampthill (1874-1957), its 

Director, Douglas Kennedy (1893–1988) and 

Sir Augustus Daniel (1866-1950) a member 

of its Advisory Council and former Director 

of the National Gallery, “a series of designs 

for a dress of thin material, to be worn with or 

without a covering coat, and with or without a 

cape” sent in by Miss Margaret Clarke of 

London provided the best option.
35

  The 

announcement of Miss Clarke’s selection was 

not, however, accompanied by an illustration 

of her design – and it was soon discarded. 

But, if comparisons were to be made - as 

women quickly pointed out - the dress of 

English male dancers was hardly picturesque 

either.  Violet Alford (1881-1972), a 

specialist on European and English customs, 

took the opportunity to complain of men in 

“untidy and featureless flannels, which across 

the Channel call forth surprised and amused 

remarks joueurs de tennis, unordentlich, 

descuidado and stronger, and which, except 

on grass, impart a peculiarly washy aspect”
36

   

And, noted Nela Bower, the Editor of English 



Problems of Dress 

 27 

Dance and Song, men having just one form of 

dress for display was limiting and 

unattractive, when historically a variety of 

different costumes had been associated with 

English dances:   

…we see men in flannels and baldricks, hot 

but unflagging, as they appear in quick 

succession in a morris, a country, a sword 

dance, and a set run from Kentucky, giving 

what is often an excellent trailer of the 

variety of English folk dancing, but 

scarcely, we venture to suggest, showing 

the real thing.  For these breathless men 

have no time to change their clothes.  They 

are using the different dances as contrasting 

turns to make variety.  They are not 

allowing each tradition to stand by itself 

and to appear in its own atmosphere 

enhanced by its own dress….    

What was more, she asked in closing, was the 

decision to have identical dress for the 

Society’s Demonstration Team the right one - 

“since the variety of woman’s beauty is so 

great, it may be a pity to strain it into a 

standard garment.”
 37

  

In a curious article which linked musings on 

“the pleasant impression of a shapely whole” 

arising from observation of “a woman’s 

figure – I mean a woman with a good figure” 

with phrasing in dance and music, Douglas 

Kennedy, the Society’s Director, offered an 

obtuse response.  He explained, for the 

enlightenment of readers of the members’ 

magazine, that “most human figures usually 

give you a sense of two parts – an upper and 

lower joined at the waist.”  Illustrated on the 

adjoining page was the latest form of 

“E.F.D.S Festival Dress” – of blouse and 

circular skirt with “Festival coatee” as worn 

by “four of the Headquarters’ dancers at the 

Albert Hall Festival”, explaining patterns and 

material were available from The Reville 

School of Fashion, London.
38

  Despite the 

Director’s rather confused advocacy, this two-

part joined at the waist design did not prove 

universally popular with women members.  

At the September 1939 meeting of the Branch 

Council, Miss Bidder (Cambridge) and Miss 

Shearman (Cumberland) put forward a motion 

protesting against “two dress designs being 

urged upon the Branches within two years” 

and complaining of “a type of dress being 

adopted which is beyond the means of 

ordinary dancers” which was made from 

“material … obtainable from one 

manufacturer only so that dancers cannot 

support their local trade.”
 39

  “A keen 

discussion followed” but the motion was lost 

by one vote.  

In 1946, it seemed that the war had brought a 

new reality to debates within  The English 

Folk Dance and Song Society – Douglas 

Kennedy appearing to echo all the comments 

made earlier by women members: 

We do not want any more uniforms.  We 

want colour,…  It’s a nuisance that the need 

to combine the team display with the social 

dance usually means that the men look 

over-garnished beside the bystander in his 

dark blue suit…. 

And women’s dress was going to be different 

too: 

… the girls should look like girls which is 

to say not a bit like each other.  That’s what 

is wrong with the Festival Dress designed 

for the Society before the war…. It’s too 

synthetic and too much of a uniform.  It 

was a brave experiment but there is no 

future that way.  I have abandoned it…   

In this brave new world there was, however, a 

price to be paid.  “When the Society is ‘on 

show’,” Kennedy added eschewing irony, 

“the conditions must be as near perfect as 

local conditions permit.  The Morris and 

Sword dances are to be shown by men and the 

social dances by mixed couples.  If these local 

conditions are not possible then the Society 

must refrain from publicly performing….  It 

is important to start off right and establish the 

idea that the social folk dance is a man’s 

dance, and it is the man who chooses his 

partner, leads her, turns her, swings her, 

promenades her home.”  After all, he 

explained, “The main object of the E.F.D.S. is 

to widen its public and when I speak of 

recruiting I mean something more than the 

active enrolment of a Member or an 

Associate.  I mean rendering down an 

ordinary chap into a dancer.”
 40
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And as the euphoria of the victory evaporated 

into austerity, the fact that men were 

“overborne” by women members of the 

Society was again raised and other well-

rehearsed comments made a return.  

“Women’s dresses have been severely 

criticised both at Stratford and at the Albert 

Hall, and cutting comparison have been made 

between them and the men’s Morris Dress”, 

reported the Director in 1949.   To encourage 

women to “participate in the approval and 

admiration always accorded always accorded 

our Morris Men but so far never given to us”, 

a “neat waist and full skirt”, lace, 

“chemisettes”, mittens, “collarettes”, 

“caplets” and Englishness were invoked. 
 41

  

Some writers, as the ghosts of Espérance’s 

lost dancers stirred uneasily, even canvassed 

the possibility of frilled aprons, fichus and 

bonnets.  The members’ magazine overflowed 

with demands for historicism and illustrations 

depicted flounces, rosebuds and ribbons 

enough to costume a Jane Austen adaptation.  

It was unsurprising, therefore, that black knee 

breeches and waistcoats were decreed as the 

costume for men taking part in couple dances 

at Festivals.  But the Society’s eventual 

choice of Festival Dress for women - circular 

felt skirts and black waistcoats - seems 

extraordinarily perverse.  When the skirts 

flared out – as heavy circular felt skirts will – 

the resultant extensive display of lady 

members; persons led to the rapid 

introduction of ‘the festival tube’, a straight, 

white underskirt which limited potential 

embarrassment – and movement.  Such 

practicalities aside, however, in a Society 

constituted to safeguard English tradition the 

costume’s design, owing more to ‘Old 

Heidelberg’ than ‘Olde England’, provoked 

even “loyal and most ardent” members to 

point out: 

The dances we do are traditional, handed 

down to us.  The men of our Society when 

performing at functions, festivals or for 

their own pleasure wear the traditional 

costume, as our forefathers wore it.  Why 

then do the ladies of our Society wear those 

felt skirts (which invariably hang badly) 

and black waistcoats?  This is no more 

traditional costume than if they wore a 

bikini and looks a cross between an 

Austrian-Swiss-Bavarian costume – and 

with the addition of a few sequins would do 

for an Ivor Novello musical!... Will 

someone, please, before it is too late and we 

look like a Ruritanian chorus, design a 

traditional frock for ladies so that they are 

in keeping with our Morris men.  Our 

grandmothers never wore a felt skirt and 

bolero…   

Circular skirts had been chosen because they 

were today’s fashion, responded the Editor of 

the members’ journal and ‘the Society has 

always felt that folk dancing belongs to to-

day’.
 42

  On the contemporaneity of male 

dancers’ knee breeches, however, the Editor 

was unaccountably silent.    

As an early and heavily centralised nation 

state, which was also the first to industrialise, 

England had no national costume – in town 

and country it was occupation, class and 

fashion rather than region and tradition that 

shaped what we wore.   So although folksong 

and dance were believed to encapsulate all the 

qualities of the national character, when the 

Folk Revival began there was ample scope for 

projecting the political views, personalities, 

fantasies and prejudices of leading 

personalities into the costuming of 

participants.    Equally, when ideas clashed, 

differing types of costume offered handy 

symbols - to be commended or deplored as 

the arguments swayed back and forth.  Today, 

the idea that folk dance and song somehow 

embody Englishness is still proposed from 

time to time, but no one organisation any 

longer sees itself as the arbiter of appropriate 

dress for its performance – where divisions 

occur, they are represented in other, less 

colourful ways.    
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