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Recently Roy Dommett, the  d i s t i ngu ished  
E n g l i s h  mor r i s  dancer  a n d  dance researcher,  
pub1 ished a n  h i s t o r i c a l  sketch e n t i t l e d  "How 
D id  You T h i n k  I t  Was? The P o l i t i c a l  Back- 
ground to the Fo lk  Rev iva l ,  1903-1912.~1~ His  
essay i s  d i rec ted a t  the thousands of people 
i n  8 r i t a i n  and  Nor th  America who en joy  the 
dances, tunes, a n d  songs r e v i v e d  b y  Cecil 
Sharp and  Sharp ' s fo l  lowers. Dommett hoped 
to correct  the i d y l l i c  impression t h a t  most 
adherents now have  of the movement, remind- 
i n g  u s  tha t  many of the  e a r l y  r e v i v a l i s t s  
were p o l i t i c a l  rad i ca l s ,  f o r  whom the music 
a n d  dance were i n t e g r a l  tools in  t h e i r  s t rug -  
g l e  toward c u l t u r a l  regenera t ion  a n d  socia l  
reform. 

The present paper  i s  a n  attempt to pro-  
v i d e  a deeper background f o r  the va lues  a n d  
goa ls  of the f o l k  song a n d  dance rev i va l i s t s .  
I  propose t h a t  the r e v i v a l  was a con t inua t ion  
of V i c to r ian  convent ions of dissent,  p a r t i c u -  
l a r l y  the medieval ism of W i l l i am Morr is .  I n  
deve lop ing t h i s  idea I  w i l l  f i r s t  descr ibe 
the  n ineteenth-century c u l t  of the medieval ,  
a p p l y i n g  the anthropo log ica l  concept of "re- 
v i t a l i z a t i o n  movement." I  w i l l  then g i v e  a n  
account of med ieva l ism's  in f luence on socia l -  
i s t  theory and  i t s  re levance to the  u r b a n  
f o l k  r e v i v a l ,  w i t h  specia l  reference to Cecil 



Sharp and h i s  s ister ,  Eve lyn Sharp. 

Medieva I ism was one expression of the 
Victor ian romantic sens ib i l i t y .  The eighteenth- 
century B r i t i s h  an t iquar ians  had  g lo r i f i ed  
the c lassical  era ;  they sought r e l i c s  of the 
past  i n  Roman place names and ru ins .  But 
the i r  l a te r  col lect ions of "popular ant iqu i t ies"  
were inf luenced by  continental notions of 
nat ional ism. These compilat ions of lore, 
which included descript ions of be1 iefs and 
customs as well as texts of indigenous ba l -  
lads and tales, l a i d  the groundwork fo r  the 
l i t e r a r y  romant ic izat ion of the Middle Ages. 
The new trend was exempli f ied ea r l y  i n  the 
nineteenth century by  the h is to r i ca l  f i c t i on  
of S i r  Walter Scott and the f ic t iona l ized his- 
tories of Thomas Carlyle. The Norman Con- 
quest was thought to have resul ted in the 
consol idat ion of a f u l l y  c i v i l i zed  Engl ish 
nation, and so the medieval period, as rep- 
resented b y  o ra l  legends and arch i tec tura l  
by-gones, was the best focus for  those w h o  
were both pa t r i o t i c  and romantic. 2 

For the wr i te rs  and a r t i s t s  who dis-  
seminated images of the Middle Ages through- 
out I  i terature, architecture, g raph ic  design, 
and the decorative a r t s  du r i ng  the nineteenth 
century,  medievalism was an escape from the 
horrors of i ndus t r i a l  capi ta l ism. Today, i t  
i s  h a r d  ta imagine the a i r  and noise po l lu-  
t ion resu l t ing  from the sudden commi tment 
to unmodified coal- f i red engines, o r  the 
water and waste problems that  ensued from 
stack ing thousands of rGraI  households to- 
gether i n  u rban  tenements. John Ruskin, a 
p ivo ta l  in te l  Iect i n  t h i s  c r i t i c a l  movement, 
wrote: 

... these horrible nests, which you call towns, 



a r e  l i t t l e  more t h a n  t h e  l a b o r a t o r i e s  f o r  t h e  d i s t i l -  
l a t i o n  u n t o  heaven o f  venemous smokes and s m e l l s ,  
mixed w i t h  t h e  e f f l u v i a  f r om decay ing  an ima l  m a t t e r ,  
i n f e c t i o u s  miasmata f rom p u r u l e n t  d isease. .  . . f We] 
t u r n  eve ry  r i v e r  o f  Eng land i n t o  a  common sewer, so 
t h a t  you canno t  as much as b a p t i z e  an E n g l i s h  baby 
b u t  w i t h  f i l t h ,  u n l e s s  you h o l d  i t s  f a c e  o u t  i n  t h e  
r a i n ;  and even 8ha.t f a l l s  d i r t y . 3  

Furthermore, a sense of social d is inte-  
g ra t ion  was experienced b y  rad ica l  th inkers  
who were sensi t ive to the exp lo i ta t ion of the 
new urban  work ing class, and the hypocr isy 
of the i r  fel lows i n  the a f f luent  classes. I n  
the words of Wi l l iam Morr is:  , 

I h o l d  t h a t  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  c o m p e t i t i o n  between 
man and man i s  b e s t i a l  o n l y ,  and t h a t  o f  a s s o c i a t i o n  
human. A mask i s  worn by c o m p e t i t i v e  commerce, w i t h  
i t s  r e s p e c t a b l e  p r i m  o r d e r ,  i t s  t a l k  o f  peace and 
t h e  b l e s s i n g s  o f  i n t e r c o m m u n i c a t i o n  o f  c o u n t r i e s  and 
t h e  l i k e ;  and a l l  t h e  w h i l e  i t s  whole energy ,  i t s  
whole o r g a n i z e d  p r e c i s i o n  i s  employed i n  one t h i n g ,  
t h e  w rench ing  o f  t h e  means o f  l i v i n g  f r o m  o t h e r s .  
I t e l l  you i t  i s  n o t  w e a l t h  wh ich  ou r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  
has c rea ted ,  b u t  r i c h e s ,  w i t h  i t s  necessary  companion 
p o v e r t y ,  o r  i n  o t h e r  words s lave ry .4  

These environments l and  economic dys- 
functicjns were f e l t  to be symptoms of a deep- 
er  moral malaise o r i g i n a t i n g  i n  the egoisms 
of the Renaissance and  the Enlightenment. 
The yearn ing f o r  the lost benefi ts of r e l i g -  
ious cer ta in ty ,  social i n tegr i t y ,  and creat ive 
personal craf tsmanship led  many le i  sure-cl ass 
misf i ts  to idea l ize  the smal I-scale monastic 
communities and v i l l ages  of the h4iddle Ages. 
Their  dream was of a communal rehabi l i ta t ion,  
and the i r  rhetor ica l  concepts were aesthetic 
and ethical .  Although the movement was 
an e l i t e  one, i t  was marked b y  an  emotional 
in tens i ty  that  al lowed i t  to resemble 
a re l ig ious cu l t .  



Most of the research on n a t i v i s t i c  r ev i -  
ta l  iza t  ion movements has been done by  anth- 
ropologists us ing T h i r d  World small  scale 
examples. In a 1956 survey a r t i c l e  Anthony 
Wal lace concluded that  as a recurrent  feature 
of human h is tory  such movements d isp lay  un i -  
form processural dimensions, passing through 
the stages of reformulation, communication, 
transformation, and  r o u t i n i ~ a t i o n . ~  Typ ica l l y ,  
in a co lon ia l ly  sett ing, one o r  a small group 
of na t i ve  speakers seize upon an idea, be- 
l i ev i ng  that  i t  has the potency to a l t e r  the 
parameters of existence and remove a source 
of oppression. The central  idea might be 
represented by  symbol i c  behavior, a common 
or  r a r e  substance, o r  a past  o r  predicted 
event. I f  the idea can be enacted proper ly ,  
then the bel ievers w i l l  be saved from harm 
in f l i c ted  by a dominat ing o r  i nvad ing  group. 

I n  ac tua l i t y ,  as the new formulat ion 
i s  communicated to more converts, and as 
i t  interacts w i th  the establ ished status sys- 
tem, i t  is. often transformed from a force 
fo r  change to a r i t e  of helplessness o r  com- 
placency. E i ther  i t  f a i l s  to upset the power- 
f u l ,  OP- i t s  mere appearance i s  adopted as 
fashionable. Even i f  i t  succeeds i n  upsett ing 
the powerfu I, a f te r  the necessary adjustments 
the elements of r ev i t a l i za t i on  themselves be- 
come rout ine and conservative. 

I n  1972 Wallace offered another a r t i c l e  
on cu l tu re  change, focusing on Western in- 
dust r ia l ized s o ~ i e t i e s . ~  He extends the model 
of paradigmat ic process developed by  Thomas 
Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific RevoI- 
utions, app l y i ng  i t  to t e ~ h n i c a l  and a r t i s t i c  
"schools of thought" as well .  The process 
consists not of discrete stages a f te r  the 
o r i g i na l  innovation, bu t  of simul taneous as- 
pects inc lud ing  parad igmat ic  core develop- 
ment, exploi tat ion,  funct ional  consequences, 
and ra t iona l izat ion.  These aspects are remin- 



iscent of the theoretical stages of a t r i b a l  
r ev i  ta l  izat ion movement. What the two pro- 
cesses have i n  common are i nd i v i dua l s  who 
are d issat is f ied w i th  ex is t ing  norms, and 
who are vu lnerab le  to exp lo i ta t ion even as 
they undertake correct ive changes. 

The most dramat ic set t ing f o r  the study 
of i nd i v i dua l s  estranged from society i s  a 
r i t e  of passage. Drawing upon Victor  Tur- 
ne r ' s  ins ights  in to  the r i t u a l  process, one 
may general ize tha t  i f  a normative society 
i s  composed of var ious and unequal cate- 
gories of members engaged i n  a wor ld ly  
competit ion fo r  proper ty  and praise, then 
the r i t u a l  i n i t i a tes  w i l l  be g iven opposing 
qua1 i ties. Furt.hermore, i f  people a re  o rd in -  
a r i  l y concerned w i t h  proper manners, groom- 
i n g  and  composure, the in i t i a tes  may inver t  
accepted et iquette. One may note an i n t r i -  
gu ing  s im i l a r i t y  between the l  imina l  a t t r i -  
butes of i nd i v i dua l s  undergoing r i t es  of pas- 
sage and the dev iant  a t t r i bu tes  of i nd i v i d -  
ua ls  invo lved i n  r ev i t a l i za t i on  movements, 
opposing them together aga inst  the normative 
a t t r i bu tes  of a general ized status system? 
I of fer  a few of Turner ' s  examples i n  the 
fo l  lowing char t :  

LiminalfDeviant 
homogeniety 

equality 
anonymity 

absence of property 
no distinctions of wealth 

nakedness or uniform clothing 
humility 

foolishness 

Normative 
heterogeneity 
inequality 
systems of nomenclature 
property 
distinctions of wealth 
distinctions of clothing 
just pride of position 
sagacity 

disregard for appearance : care for appearance 

I t  i s  i l l um ina t i ng  to consider medieval- 
ism as the o rgan iz ing  concept of a r ev i t a l -  
izat ion movement o r  parad igmat ic  process, 



wi th  Wi l l iam Morr is  as a main prophet o r  
innovator.  I t  i s  c lear  that  the f i r s t  seven 
at t r ibutes i n  the l im ina l  l i s t  are  ident ical  
w i th  c ruc ia l  features of medieval society 
as imagined by  Ruskin and others, whereas 
the las t  two a t t r ibu tes  are character istc of 
the r i t u a l  clown and art is t -as-deviant .  As 
a young col lege graduate ( 1834-1896), he grew 
h i s  h a i r  scandalously long and wore f lam- 
boyant clothes. He had  been f a m i l i a r  w i t h  
Scott's novels since chi ldhood, but  was in t ro-  
duced to the socio-economic ideal  of the Mid- 
d le  Ages d u r i n g  the ea r l y  1850's by  s tudy ing  
Car l  y l e t s  Past and Present and Rusk in 's  
"The Nature of the Gothic." Although he re- 
placed h i s  ea r l y  enthusiasm fo r  re l ig ion  w i th  
a humanist ic material ism, through h i s  a r t ,  
poetry, I i t e ra r y  cr i t ic ism,  utopian f ic t ion,  
social commentary and po l i t i ca l  act iv ism tie 
preached the model of med ieval  moral i t y  and 
aesthetics w i th  great fervor fo r  the rest  ' o f  
h i s  l i f e .  I n  h i s  la te r  years, when he was 
often lampooned fo r  h i s  un ru l y  ha i r ,  f u l l  
beard and s ing le  baggy f rayed  sui t ,  he ach- 
ieved a synthesis of h i s  ideals w i th  Marxian 
socialism.8 

Even though Morris 's model was located 
i n  the d is tan t  past, he was a progressive 
reformer. He made a l i fe- long study of the 
Middle Ages, and  h i s  medievalism matured 
from the escapism of The Earthly Paradise 
(1868) to a po l i t i ca l  act iv ism consistent w i t h  
the utopian v is ion  in News from Nowhere 
(1890). He was well aware of the feudal  
abuses, plagues, and sudden b ru ta l  violence 
which character ized the ~ l e v e n t h  to f i f teenth 
centuries. He stated h i s  a t t i tude  i n  t h i s  way: 

We s h o u l d  l e a r n  f r o m  t h e  M i d d l e  Ages what i t  a l o n e  
i s  a b l e  t o  t e a c h  us, n o t  r e v i v e  o r  i m i t a t e  i t  t h r o u g h  
u n d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  a d m i r a t i o n ,  and l e s s  y e t  condone 
i t s  d e f e c t s  o f  any k i n d  f o r  t h e  sake o f  i t s  p i c t u r -  
esqueness. We s h o u l d  s t u d y  i t  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i n d  o u t  



f o r  o u r  own g u i d a n c e  w h a t  c o n d i t i o n e d  t h e  l o f t y  s t a n d -  
a r d  o f  work  t o  w h i c h  i t  a t t a i n e d ,  a n d  l e a r n  how t o  

r e - k n i t  t h e  b r o k e n  t h r e a d s  o f  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e n  i n t a c t ,  
a p p l y i n g  o u r  d i s c o v e r i e s  t o  t h e  d a i l y  w o r k  o f  o u r  
own day ,  a d a p t i n g  them w h e r e  n e c e s s a r y  t o  o u r  i n c r e a s e d  

m e c h a n i c a l  p o w e r s  a n d  w i d e r   desire^.^ 

For Morris the appealing essence of the 
medieval wor ld resided i n  the oneness of cre- 
a t i v i t y  and labor.  He bel ieved that  the u n i t y  
of a r t  and work could never be restored to 
the working classes u n t i l  the premises of 
cap i ta l  i s t  enterpr ise were overruled.  He knew 
that  medieval ist notions, i f  they were not 
select ive and sophist icated, could be used 
to reassure conventional values, and he res- 
s i ted any concession i n  h i s  program. I n  t r y -  
i n g  to avo id  the exp lo i ta t ion of h i s  ideas 
he opposed the Gothic Revival  i n  arch i tec ture  
and the exh ib i t i on  of the Ar ts  and Craf ts  
Society as being super f ic ia l  gestures. He re- 
fused to engage i n  par l iamentary  po l i t i cs  
and even decl ined an i nv i t a t i on  to become 
Poet Laureate of England. He was determined 
to re introduce the s p i r i t ,  and not the facade, 
of the Gothic aesthetic. 

Anthony Wal lace dist inguishes three 
types of rev  i ta  I  i zat  ion movemen ts according 
to source ident i f ica t ion:  those that  a re  pur -  
por ted ly  utopian, those that  profess to r ev i ve  
a t rad i t i ona l  cul ture,  those that  seek to irn- 
port a foreign p a t t e r n ? O ~ o r r i s ' s  medievalism 
was of the f i r s t  type, a l though h i s  program 
invo lved the r e v i v a l  of anachronist ic  features 
and might be thought of as revo lu t ion 
through reminiscence. Other exponents of d is-  
sent i n  turn-of-the-cen t u r y  England were less 
utopian, especial ly  those who, l i k e  the suf- 
f raget tes and pac i f is ts ,  were absorbed i n  
s ing le  issues. Many of these rad i ca l s  had 
great respect fo r  Morr is  and were inf luenced 
by h i s  ideas. Yet the tendency of medieval- 
ism to be transformed in to  t r i v i a l  expressions 



of re f ined taste caused the new generation 
of po l i t i ca l  ac t i v i s ts  to p lace the i r  f a i t h  i n  
the importat ion of un t r ied  ideas, and the 
creat ion of a s t r i k i n g l y  new social order.  
One might say revo lu t ion by  innovat ion.  

This basic choice between conservative 
rev i va l  and rad i ca l  innovat ion was one which 
a l  l reform-minded Victor ians had to face. 
Nowhere can the dilemma be more c lear l y  seen 
than i n  the case of Cecil Sharp and Evelyn 
Sharp. Although the fami ly  was of modest 
middle class background, Cecil ( b .  1859) and  
Evelyn (b .  1866) a long w i th  s i x  other ch i ld -  
ren were given every encouragement possible 
i n  music, I i terature, and basic education; 
they grew up to be ac t i ve ly  c r i t i c a l  of norm- 
a t i ve  society .I1 Cecil Sharp heard some of 
Wi l l iam Mor r i s ' s  ea r l y  lectures on a r t  and 
society whi le a t tend ing Clare College at  Cam- 
b r idge  Universi ty,  and the young student 
became known as a f reeth inker  and a rad-  
ica l .  He became more reserved and cautious 
du r i ng  a ten-year so jurn i n  Aust ra l ia .  Back 
i n  London he continued to read Mor r i s ' s  
works. He married, and he and h i s  wi fe  
hosted regu la r  gather ings i n  h i s  studio to 
discuss phi losophy, re1 ig ion,  po l i t i cs  , and 
a r t .  Later  he was act ive in the Fab ian  Soc- 
iety and described himself as a conservative 
social is t .  A statement by  Hubert Bland, 
another member of the London Fabian Society, 
helps to pu t  the a t t i tudes of the group i'n 
perspect i ve : 

We f e l t  we had t h e  m i s f v t u n e  t o  be b o r n  i n  a  
s t u p i d ,  v u l g a r ,  g r imy  age... and so we t u r n e d  away 
f rom i t  ... d i s g u s t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  app rehens i ve  
o f  t h e  f u t u r e ,  we n a t u r a l l y  were amorous o f  t h e  p a s t .  
I t h i n k  on t h e  whole we p r e f e r r e d  t h e  t h i r t e e n t h  cen- 
t u r y  t o  any o t h e r  c e n t u r y  ... we c a l l e d  o u r s e l v e s  t h e  
e lec t . . .  M r .  W i l l i a m  M o r r i s  was o u r  l a u r e a t e ;  h i s  
work ou r  s tanda rd .  l 2  



i n  contrast  to Cecil Sharp a n d  h i s  as- 
sociates, Eve lyn  Sharp was not apprehensive 
of the fu tu re .  She became an  authoress, a 
m i l i t a n t  soc ia l is t ,  a n d  a lead ing  a c t i v i s t  i n  
the women's su f f rage  movement, be ing  on 
numerous occasions harrassed,  f o r c i b l y  ev ic- 
ted from government meetings, o r  j a i l e d .  She 
a n d  Cecil d isagreed on methods, yet they 
remained personal l y close. She was a member 
of h i s  f o l k  dance demonstrat ion team. l 3  

To unders tand how Cecil Sharp ' s  re- 
v i v a l  of Eng l i sh  f o l k  song a n d  dance re la tes  
to V ic tor ian  medieval ism i t  i s  necessary to 
note tha t  one p resc r ip t i on  Wi l l iam Mor r i s  re- 
peatedly made f o r  h i s  a i l i n g  society was the 
r e t u r n  to the m i r t h f u l  fe l lowsh ip  and  cerem- 
on ia l  merriment t h a t  h a d  charac ter ized Eng- 
l a n d  i n  an  e a r l i e r  time. Al though d u r i n g  h i s  
career Morr is  re in te rp re ted  many mater ia l  
features of medieval cu l tu re ,  h i s  model was 
s t i l l  and  s i l en t .  The l y r i c a l  content of the 
Midd le  Ages was approximated b y  epic t rans-  
la t ions  and  i m i t a t i v e  poetry,  b u t  a l l  move- 
ment a n d  melody h a d  seemingly vanished. 

Morr is  was not a music ian,  b u t  he he ld  
s t rong convict ions about music h i s to ry  and  
musical taste. I n  h i s  op in ion,  s t y l e  began 
to be debased w i t h  the invent ion  of counter- 
po in t  a t  the close of the Midd le  Ages. He 
detested most Romantic composers, p a r t i c -  
u l a r l y  Wagner. He d i s l i k e d  the p iano,  pre fer -  
r i n g  more venerable instruments such as the 
v i o l i n  and  lute, a n d  more ancient  forms such 
as p la insong.  He col lected texts of f o l k  b a l -  
lads.  As Paul  Meier has wr i t ten ,  " I f  'we wish 
to determine the personal fac tor  i n  M o r r i s ' s  
u top ia  ... two t r a i t s  should be borne i n  mind:  
on the one hand, t h i s  love of f o l k  music and, 
on the other, the l i v e l y  p leasure he de r i ved  
from l i s ten ing  to n a t u r a l  sounds.. .! '14 In  Mor- 
r i s ' s  own words, "Nor would he who took to 
hear t  the p i p i n g  of the wind a n d  washing 



of the waves as he  sa t  a t  the  helm of the 
f ish ing-boat ,  be  deadened to the beauty  of 
art-made music. I t  i s  workmen o n l y  a n d  not  
pedants who can  produce r e a l  v igorous art."15 

I n  t r u s t i n g  the musical  ta len ts  of work- 
men Mor r i s  h a d  in m ind  the r u r a l  peasant  
and  not the u r b a n  fac to ry  hand .  He was ap- 
p a l  led  b y  the music hat  l enter ta inments en- 
joyed b y  the w o r k i n g  c lass :  

The o r d i n a r y  man i n  t h e  s t r e e t  i s  s teeped  i n  t h e  
mere d regs  o f  a l l  t h e  A r t s  t h a t  a r e  c u r r e n t  i n  t h e  
t i m e  he l i v e s  .... I n  t h e  Art o f  Music what t h e l u n s o p h i s -  
t i c a t e d l  pe rson  t a k e s  t o  i s  n o t  t h e  f i n e  Works o f  
Art, b u t  t h e  o r d i n a r y ,  commonplace, banal t u n e s  wh ich  
a r e  drummed i n t o  h i s  e a r s  a t  e v e r y  s t r e e t  c o r n e r .  
That  i s  n a t u r a l .  I n  o t h e r  words. t h e r e  i s  a  tendency 
f o r  a l l  peop le  t o  f a l l  under  t h e  d o m i n a t i o n  o f  t r a d -  
i t i o n  o f  some s o r t ;  and f i n e  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  h i g h e r  
t r a d i t i o n ,  h a v i n g  d isappeared,  men w i l l  c e r t a i n l y  
f a l l  under t h e  power o f  t h e  l ower  and i n f e r i o r  t r a d -  
i t i o n .  The re fo re ,  l e t  us once and f o r  a l l  g e t  r i d  
o f  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  mass o f  t h e  peop le  h a v i n g  an i n t u -  
i t i v e  i d e a  o f  Art, u n l e s s  t h e y  a r e  i n  immedia te  con- 
n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  t i m e s  p a s t ,  and 
u n l e s s  t h e y  a r e  eve ry  day mee t i ng  w i t h  t h i n g s  t h a t  
a r e  b e a u t i f u l  and f i t .16 

Recal l i n g  t h a t  M o r r i s  wished to  s tudy  
the M idd le  Ages i n  o r d e r  to re -kn i t  the 
broken th reads of t r a d i t i o n  a n d  adap t  h i s  
d iscover ies to the needs of the  fu tu re ,  i t  i s  
not s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  he fan tas ized about  the  
r e t u r n  of anc ient  s t y les  of music a n d  com- 
munal  enter ta inment .  O ld  Hammond, the g u i d e  
i n  News from Nowhere which i s  set two hund- 
r e d  years  a f t e r  the  soc ia l i s t  revo lu t ion ,  te l  I s  
the v i s i t o r s  to u t o p i a  t h 5 t  "what of a r t  ex- 
is ted  under  the o l d  forms, r e v i v e d  in  a won- 
d e r f u l  way d u r i n g  the  l a t t e r  p a r t  of t he  
s t rugg le ,  especial  l  y as  r e g a r d s  music a n d  
poetry."  17w i l l i am Mor r i s  of ten t a l k e d  to pea- 
sants about c r a f t  work, b u t  he  a p p a r e n t l y  



d i d  not guess that  they might  have preserved 
musical knowledge as well .  He d ied i n  1896 
never hav ing  found a source f o r  ideological l y 
appropr ia te  songs and dances. 

L i k e  Wi l l iam Morris, Cecil Sharp was 
affected by  the mater ia l ism of h i s  own age. 
I n  other words, he was agnostic and  ambit- 
ious. To use the cent ra l  image of Mor r i s ' s  
best known poem, he wished to be remembered 
f o r  somehow making a cont r ibut ion to the 
ear th ly  parad ise of twentieth-century Eng- 
land,  p re fe r rab l  y i n  h i s  chosen profession 
of music. I n  1899, when he was a for ty -  
year-ol d f rus t ra ted  composer who happened 
to see h i s  f i r s t  morr is  dance, the gates of 
sa lvat ion slowly began to open. With in three 
years he had publ ished an  anthology of Eng- 
l i sh  fo l k  songs from p r i n ted  sources, and 
then i n  1903 he began h i s  own f i e l d  col lect- 
ion of songs, tunes, and dances. Of course 
Sharp was not the f i r s t  Londoner to col lect 
r u r a l  songs ' a n d  tunes, b u t  he was the f i r s t  
to do so w i th  the avowed purpose of the i r  
mass popular izat ion.  And i n  the notat ion and 
r e v i v a l  of r i t u a l  dances and plays,  country 
dances, and seasonal customs he was pa r t i c -  
i pa t i ng  i n  a unique ef for t .  18 

The concept of r e v i v a l  of medieval cu l -  
ture  had  been so commonplace among middle 
class in te l lec tua ls  i n  London d u r i n g  Sharp 's  
format ive years, and the s i lent  omission of 
performing a r t s  from th i s  r e v i v a l  was so c ru -  
c i a l ,  that  i t  i s  l i t t l e  wonder that  Sharp, a 
sel f - t ra ined and unacknowledged rn-usician, 
embraced t rad i t i ona l  dance, music, and song 
w i th  a l l  the enthusiasm of a second genera- 
t ion prophet. These f o l k  forms seemed to be 
the exact counterparts, preserved o ra l l y ,  of 
the mater ia l  c ra f t s  and land  use pat terns 
from which Morr is had drawn such insp i r -  
at ion.  I t  was as i f  Sharp had discovered 
the proper musical accompaniment to the 



opening exhortat ion of Mor r i s ' s  ear l y  roman- 
t i c  v is ion:  

F s r g e t  s i x  c o u n t i e s  o v e r h u n g  w i t h  smoke, 
F o r g e t  t h e  s n o r t i n g  s t e a m  a n d  p i s t o n  s t r o k e ,  

F o r g e t  t h e  s p r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  h i d e o u s  town;  
T h i n k  r a t h e r  o f  t h e  p a c k  h o r s e  on t h e  down, 
And dream o f  London ,  s m a l l  and w h i t e  a n d  c l e a n ,  

And c l e a r  Thames b o r d e r e d  b y  i t s  g a r d e n s  g reen .  19 

The attempt to renew r i t u a l  danc ing 
i n  the hideous town of London began i n  1905, 
when Herbert Maci lwaine,  musical d i rector  
of the Esperance Club, contacted Sharp. The 
Esperance Club had  been founded b y  two soc- 
i a l  i s t  ph i lanthrop is ts ,  Mary Neal and Emmel- 
ine Pethick, to prov ide model housing and  
working condit ions fo r  young working women. 
Sharp put  them i n  touch w i th  t rad i t iona l  
morr is dancers from Headington, and there 
began a remarkably product ive col laborat ion 
among Sharp, the s ta f f  of the Esperance Club, 
the t rad i t iona l  dancers, and the work ing m women of the c lub.  

Within a few years Mary Neal came to 
r i v a l  Sharp as a teacher and proponent of 
fo lk  song and dance. I n  Sharp 's  opinion the 
repertoi re consisted of received forms which 
were to be meticulously imitated, whereas 
to Neal the va lue of the mater ia l  l ay  i n  i t s  
social imp1 ications. Sharp also became in-  
creasinl  y uncomfortable w i th  the mi l i tancy  
of the Women's Social and Po l i t i ca l  Union, 
to which Neal and several other dance enthu- 
siasts ( i nc l ud ing  h i s  own s is ter )  belonged. 
Neal and Sharp disassociated w i th  some b i t -  
terness, thus d i v i d i n g  the movement between 
those fo r  whom a r t  was i6separable from pol-  
i t i cs  and those f o r  whom a r t  was inseparable 
from technique. As summarized by  Mary Neal : 

I t  i s  m e r e l y  an  e x a m p l e  o f  a  d e e p l y  r o o t e d ,  a g e - l o n g  
c o n t r o v e r s y  w h i c h  i s  a l w a y s  g o i n g  on. I t  may be  des-  
c r i b e d  as t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  f o r m  and  t h e  



l i f e ,  t h e  bookman a n d  t h e  workman, b e t w e e n  t h e  p e d a n t  

a n d  t h o s e  i n  t o u c h  w i t h  a c t u a l  l i f e  i t s e l f . "  

These words could have come from W i  l- 
l iam Morr is himself, bu t  i t  i s  not f a i r  to 
force Sharp in to  the ro le  of pedant i n  oppo- 
s i t i on  to those i n  touch w i th  l i f e .  Signi f -  
i can t l y ,  the Headington dancers sided w i th  
Sharp i n  h i s  d ispute w i th  Neal. Yet the con- 
troversy reveals how pol i t i ca l  l y complacent 
and a r t i s t i c a l l y  i n f l ex i b l e  Sharp could be 
i n  contrast to Morr is .  I t  i s  in terest ing to 
compare Sharp ' s behav ior  and appearance 
d u r i n g  t h i s  rou t in i za t ion  stage of medievalism 
w i th  that  of Morr is  d u r i n g  the reformulat ion 
stage fo r ty  years ear l  i e r .  Morr is  expressed 
h i s  deviance; Sharp supressed h is ,  and d i d  
not affect any f Iamboyance. According to 
Maud Karpeles, Sharp 's  b iographer:  

Any d i s p l a y  o f  s i n g u l a r i t y  was d i s p l e a s i n g  t o  h i m ;  
a n d  h e  f o l l o w e d  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n  i n  b e h a v i o r  as  w e l l  
as  i n  a p p e a r a n c e  u n l e s s  t h e r e  was a  v e r y  g o o d  r e a s o n  
f o r  d e p a r t i n g  f r o m  them. " I t  s a v e s  s o  much t r o u b l e , "  
h e  w o u l d  s a y .  22  

Of course Cecil Sharp was not indepen- 
dent ly wealthy and  even beyond the dynamics 
of the rev i t a l i za t i on  cycle, he had  more a t  
stake than Morr is  i n  seeming conventional.  
But he was a l ienated from establ ished society, 
and ( I i k e  many ethnographers) h i s  int imate 
association w i th  the peasant fo l k  became a 
release fo r  h i s  tendencies towards a personal 
re ject ion of h i s  society. I n  descr ib ing h i s  
informants he wrote: 

The p e a s a n t  i s  t h e  s o l e  s u r v i v o r  o f  a homogeneous 
s o c i e t y  w i t h  few c l a s s  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  L o o k i n g  b a c k  
o n  t w e n t y  y e a r s '  c o n t a c t  w i t h  h im,  I s h o u l d  name h i s  
c h i e f  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  r e s e r v e ,  p e r s o n a l  d e t a c h m e n t  
a n d  d i g n i t y .  He i s  g e n t l e ,  u n o b t r u s i v e ,  u n a s s e r t i v e  ... 
He i s  c o n s i d e r a t e  t o  a  f a u l t  a n d  h a s  a  q u i e t  n a t u r a l  
c o u r t e s y  o f  h i s  own.23 



This l i s t  i s  an inventory of medieval- 
i s t i c  v i r tues.  Sharp also read i l y  accepted 
the long ha i r ,  untrimmed beards, and rag-  
gedy clothes that  character ized many of the 
fo lk  musicians, r e fe r r i ng  to the i r  subcul ture 
as "a case of arrested degeneration." 

I n  1908 Sharp publ ished Eng l i sh  Fo lk  
Song: Some Conclusions, i n  which he set f o r t h  
h i s  assumptions and opinions concerning h i s  
chosen special i t y  .24 Throughout the book he 
draws upon the concept of race to support 
h i s  contention of an ins t inc t i ve ly  Eng l i sh  
musical idiom that  had  been abandoned b y  
the urban, educated major i ty  of the popula- 
tion. His theory of pre-rat ional  oneness, 
which al lowed the communal composition of 
songs and dances, was consistent w i t h  pre- 
vious theories ex to l l i ng  a time before a l l  d i f -  
ferent iat ion of mental sty le,  p r i v a t e  interest, 
and social class. While Sharp was w r i t i n g  
Engl ish Folk Song, economic imper ia l  ism and 
rac ia l  pre jud ice were c a r r y i n g  the t ra jectory  
of nat ional  ism to i t s  u l t imate and paradox- 
ica l  goal: the iden t i f i ca t ion  by  the educated 
pub l i c  of the i r  i ndus t r i a l  states w i th  pre-his- 
tor ical ,  pastoral ,  ega l i t a r i an  t r ibes.  I f  Vic- 
tor ian medieval ism had  harkened back to the 
cozy communal ism of the Middle Ages, Edward- 
i an  nat ional ism was seeking the c u l t u r a l  
womb of Celt ic t r i b a l  un i t y .  

The new emphasis on paganism was con- 
sistent w i th  ea r l i e r  medievalism because the 
ancient magical be1 iefs and pract ices were 
thought to have surv ived  in to  the Middle 
Ages. This fascinat ion w i th  pagan be1 ie fs  
was incorporated in to  the, fo lk  dance r e v i v a l  
du r i ng  the f i r s t  decade of the twentieth-cent- 
u ty .  One of Sharp 's  f i r s t  converts was May 
Morris, Wi l l iam Mor r i s ' s  daughter.  I n  a re- 
p l y  to a le t ter  i n  the Da i l y  News, la te  in 
1912, which had  been c r i t i c a l  of the rev i va l ,  
she wrote: 



I i n v i t e  [ t h e  c o r r e s p o n d e n t ]  t o  my own v i l l a g e  
o n  some d a y  o f  t h e  F e s t i v a l ;  t hen . . .  l e t  h i m  l o o k  
me i n  t h e  eye ,  if h e  can ,  a n d  d e c l a r e  t h a t  h e  h a s  
n o t  f e l t  a  t h r i l l  o f  p l e a s u r e ,  o f  s y m p a t h y  a n d  r e c o g -  
n i t i o n ,  as  i t  were ,  b e f o r e  a  d a n c e  t h a t ,  now j u s t  

a  g a y  a n d  c o l o r f u l  p a s t i m e ,  h a s  i t s  r o o t s  away b a c k  

i n  a  w o r l d  t h a t  was young ,  whose w a r r i o r s  d a n c e d  i n  

w o r s h i p  b e f o r e  t h e  a l t a r s  o f  t h e i r  gods.25 

The a t t i t u d e  t h a t  f o l k  music a n d  dance 
were co lo r fu l  past imes tha t  cou ld  a lso  b e  
a source of na t i ona l  p r i d e  helped to f i n a l l y  
subver t  medieval ism as a movement toward  
socio-economic reform. To re fe r  to the analy- 
s i s  of Anthony Wallace: 

By exploitation i s  mean t  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  em- 
b r a c i n g  o f  t h e  p a r a d i g m ,  a t  some s t a g e  i n  i t s  e v o l -  
u t i o n ,  by  an e c o n o m i c ,  m i l i t a r y ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  o r  p o l i t -  
i c a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  w h i c h  s e e s  i n  i t s  a p p l i c a t i o n  a n  
o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  o r  advancement  o f  i t s  
own i n t e r e s t s  ... The d i s c o v e r y  o f  r e l e v a n c e  i s  t h e  
moment o f  e x p l o i t a t i o n .  A t  o n c e  t h e  p a r a d i g m a t i c  
c o m m u n i t y  i s  c o n f r o n t e d  b y  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  u p  t o  a n d  
a t  t i m e s  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  s o v e r e i g n  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  w h i c h  
make c l a i m s  u p o n  them.26 

A l though Mor r i s  stubborn1 y res is ted  the 
exp lo i ta t i on  of h i s  work, Sharp yearned to 
have  h i s  work o f f i c i a l l y  accepted. He was 
pleased to accept a n  i n v i t a t i o n  to become 
musical t u to r  to the  c h i l d r e n  of the r o y a l  
fami ly ,  and he cooperated w i t h  educat ional  
and  c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  whenever possib le.  
His own movement h a d  s u r v i v e d  i t s  r i t e  of 
passage b y  1912. D u r i n g  the p rev ious  yea r  
S h a r p ' s  work h a d  been recognized b t  the gov-  
ernment, and  he h a d  been awarded a C i v i l  
L i s t  Pension b y  the Pr ime M i n i s t r y .  H is  ap- 
proach was endorsed b y  the Governors of the 
Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, who i n v i t e d  
h i m  to lead the annua l  Vacat ion School of 
Fo lk  Song a n d  Dance. He was i n v i t e d  to lec- 
t u r e  and  present h i s  dancers a t  t he  Fes t i va l  
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of Empi re  in the C r y s t a l  Palace. And f i n a l l y ,  
he  h a d  successful l  es tab l  ished the  Eng l  i s h  
Fo lk  Dance Society. & 

D u r i n g  the  F i r s t  World War, w h i l e  
Sharp was in the  Un i ted  States c o l l e c t i n g  
songs and  dances i n  the  Appa lach ian  Mount- 
a ins ,  almost a l l  of  the young men among h i s  
fo l lowers  were k i l l e d  in b a t t l e  in France.  
Sharp was emot ional ly  devastated, b u t  h e  
persevered a f t e r  the  war,  a n d  b y  1924, the  
yea r  of h i s  own death,  the f o l k  r e v i v a l  was 
a r o u t i n e  fea tu re  of E n g l i s h  n a t i o n a l  cu l tu re .  
By t h a t  yea r  there  were fo r ty - th ree p r o v i n -  
c i a l  b ranches of the  E n g l i s h  Fo lk  Dance Soc- 
i e t y ;  in London a lone ove r  one thousand peo- 
p l e  at tended classes a n d  socia l  dances eve ry  
week. I n  h i s  l a s t  yea rs  Cecil Sharp was 
g i ven honors bef i t  t  i ng a n  accepted member 
of the fash ionab le  establ ishment.  H is  annua l  
f e s t i v a l s  were graced b y  the presence o f  
Queen Mary .  He was requested to address 
P a r l  iament a n d  the  l mper ia l  Educat ion  Con- 
ference. An honorary  degree was confer red 
upon h i m  b y  Cambr idge ~ n i v e r s i  t y  .a8 

Even in  these l a t e r  yea rs  o f  acc la im 
S h a r p ' s  a c t i v i t y  re f lec ted a vague hope f o r  
a re formula t ion  of society-- a hope t h a t  h a d  
been more e x p l i c i t  in h i s  younger days .  
Whereas Mor r i s  wou ld  have  ins i s ted  t h a t  a 
soc ia l i s t  r e v o l u t i o n  cou ld  i nsu re  the r e v i v a l  
of community music, Sharp  was content to  
conclude t h a t  the r e v i v a l  of r a c i a l  ( i .e .  na t -  
i ona l )  music cou ld  subs t i t u te  i n  p a r t  f o r  soc- 
i a l i s t  reform. H is  cause was embraced b y  
high society because he  stressed aesthet ic  
and  not  p o l i t i c a l  motives. He concluded 
E n g l i s h  F o l k  Song: S o m  Conclusions w i t h  
these words : 

I n  a  m a t e r i a l  age... s u c h  a s  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  t h e r e  

i s  a n  e s p e c i a l  n e e d  f o r  f o s t e r i n g  t h e  g r o w t h  a n d  d e v e l -  

opment  o f  t h o s e  t h i o n g s  w h i c h ,  l i k e  g o o d  m u s i c ,  e x e r c i s e  

a p u r i f y n g  a n d  r e g e n e r a t i v e  i n f l u e n c e .  I f ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  



t h e  E n g l i s h  f o l k  song i s ,  as I f e r v e n t l y  b e l i e v e  i t  
t o  be, music o f  t h e  v e r y  h i g h e s t  q u a l i t y ,  t h a t  a lone  
i s  s u f f i c i e n t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  a d v o c a t i n g  i t s  r -e .v i~a l -~~ 

Whatever bene f i c ia l  resu l t s  Sharp ach- 
ieved in h i s  l i fe t ime,  he d i d  not assure the 
p u r i f i c a t i o n  and  regenera t ion  of E n g l i s h  l i f e .  
I n  retrospect,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  the a l t e r n a t i v e  
s t ra tegy  of h i s  s i s te r  Eve lyn  Sharp h a d  a 
more l a s t i n g  impact, even though w h i l e  he  
was teach ing f o l k  songs to the P r ince  of 
Wales, s t a g i n g  s i n g i n g  game demonstrat ions 
in the Crys ta l  Palace, a n d  h o l d i n g  f o l k  
dance f e s t i v a l s  a t  the Shakespeare Memorial 
Theatre, she was b e i n g  ar res ted on the st re-  
ets of London. One of Eve lyn  S h a r p ' s  com- 
rades in the protest  r a n k s ,  whom she m a r r i e d  
l a t e  in l i fe ,  was the  j o u r n a l i s t  Henry W.  Nev- 
inson. The gent le  de r i s ion  in which  such 
r a d i c a l s  came to h o l d  the medieval ism of 
Mor r i s  and  Sharp i s  fe l  i c i  tousl y  expressed 
in the fo l l ow ing  passage f rom one of Nevin- 
son 's  essays, w r i t t e n  in  1914 in p r a i s e  of 
the l t a l  i a n  F u t u r i s t s :  

... we have been commanded t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  b l e s s e d  
ages o f  r o m a n t i c  mys te ry  and t o u c h i n g  f a i t h ,  when 
happy c r a f t s m e n  c h i p p e d  and c h a f f e r e d  i n  t h e  cheap ing-  
s teads ,  k n i g h t s  ques ted  f o r  d i s t r e s s e d  damsels i n  
haun ted  f o r e s t s ,  and John B a l l  founded t h e  Fab ian  
S o c i e t y .  Under t h e s e  behes ts  we have worsh ipped Burne- 
Jones and h i s  y e a r n i n g  dreams; we have s t o c k e d  o u r  
minds and homes w i t h  med ieva l  t r umpery ;  we have con- 
s t r u c t e d  b a t t l e m e n t s  t o  ou r  s e a t s  o f  l e a r n i n g ,  tow- 
e r e d  w a l l s  f o r  o u r  p e a c e f u l  s t r e e t s ,  ang led  houses 
f o r  ou r  r o t u n d  pe rsons ,  i ng le -nooks ,  beams i n d u s t -  
r i o u s l y  marked w i t h  t h e  adze, maypoles,  M o r r i s  dances, 
and a l l  t h e  o t h e r  a r t f u l  and c r a f t  c o n t r a p t i o n s  of  
modern O x f o r d  and t h e  Garden Suburbs. 10 

There a r e  two ta rge ts  O F  Nev inson 's  
sarcasm: the i dea l  i z a t i o n  of the  M idd le  Ages 
and  the exact  i m i t a t i o n  of h i s t o r i c a l  forms 
and  techniques. Mor r i s  dreaded these two 



tendencies among h i s  disciples.  As a rev i t a l -  
izat  ion movement, medieval ism began to be 
transformed and rout in ized whi le  he looked 
on i n  f rust ra t ion.  Even though Morr is became 
increasingly deviant du r i ng  the course of 
h i s  l ifetime, h i s  fol lowers without exception 
became increasing1 y conventional, especial l y 
a f ter  h i s  death i n  1896. I n  terms of the dyn- 
amics of the movement, Sharp 's  cont r ibut ion 
was too late to have much power as a force 
for  social change, al though i t  d i d  enr ich 
the cul ture.  Over the decades h i s  mater ia l  
has provided excel lent recreation. I  n the 
1970s the rev i va l  was i tsel f  rev i ta l ized,  and 
for  a new generation of adherents t rad i t iona l  
music and dance became once aga in  a state- 
ment of counter cu l ture.  

* * *  
I n  the United States, as i n  England, 

rout in ized expressions of Victor ian medie- 
val  ism are eas i ly  noticed in the in te l lec tua l  
mi l  iea, I n  Bloomington, Indiana, one need 
look no fu r ther  than the neo-Gothic architect- 
ure of many campus bui ld ings,  the ant ics 
of the Society fo r  Creative Anachronism, o r  
the story books and greet ing cards insp i red 
by the Middle Ages on d isp lay i n  the campus 
stat ionary shop. ( I t  i s  pert inent that  some 
of the carols performed b y  members of the 
l nd iana School of Music i n  thirteenth-century 
costume a t  the annual Madrigal  Dinners were 
collected by  Cecil Sharp i n  Somerset.) Wi l l iam 
Morris intended h i s  movement to have a more 
pervasive in f  Iuence, beyond the un ivers i t y  
and the campus el i te,  than these examples 
suggest. One of h i s  la t& poem cycles, The 
Pi lgr ims of Hope, contains a poem ent i t led  
"Message of the March Wind," i n  which a 
young couple from the countryside stand on 
a h i l l  at  tw i l i gh t  and view the d is tant  glow- 
i ng  haze of London. They intend to t rave l  



to the c i t y  the fo l l ow ing  day ,  b r i n g i n g  a 
message of reform and  redemption to the grim, 
help less work ing  c lass.  With the next  d a y ' s  
quest i n  mind, the man says to the woman: 

Come b a c k  t o  t h e  i n n ,  l o v e ,  a n d  t h e  l i g h t s  a n d  t h e  
f i r e ,  

And t h e  f i d d l e r ' s  o l d  t u n e  a n d  t h e  s h u f f l i n g  o f  f e e t ;  

F o r  t h e r e  i n  a  w h i l e  s h a l l  b e  r e s t  a n d  d e s i r e ,  
3 1 And t h e r e  s h a l l  t h e  m o r r o w ' s  u p r i s i n g  b e  s w e e t .  

Despite the aptness of the image f o r  
h i s  pcrrposes, Mor r i s  d i d  not know any f i d -  
d le rs  a t  the t ime he wrote P i l g r i m s  of Hope, 
n o r  was he ever  to per form any o l d  tunes 
o r  set dances. Perhaps i f  Cecil Sharp h a d  
begun h i s  co l l ec t i ng  a n d  r e v i v i n g  immediately 
a f t e r  g r a d u a t i n g  f rom col lege he would have  
h a d  Mor r i s  f o r  a student .  At t ha t  s tage i n  
l i f e  Sharp would have  been in complete agree- 
ment w i t h  M o r r i s ' s  purposes, and  would have  
been happy to teach him, as he l a t e r  taught  
h i s  daughter ,  May. To use h e r  words, the 
elder1 y Mor r i s  would undoubted1 y have  f e l t  
"a t h r i l l  of p leasure,  of sympathy and  recog- 
n i  t ion"  in exper ienc ing the evocat ive  power 
of E n g l a n d ' s  f o l k  musical  her i tage.  
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