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Well Dressing 

Learning Outcomes General 
Learning about English tradition 
Learning about local, National and social history and heritage 
Understanding the way people lived in the past 
Learning about water and the importance of water in our lives 
Work as a team 
Design 
Associated science themes 
Extension activities: Advertising and promoting your well dressing; art, craft and design; 
creating a well dressing celbration 
  

Outcomes Arts Award Explore 
The Well Dressing would be one art form out of several that would be needed to complete the 
award. Well Dressing would fit comfortably with other traditional arts from such as: Broom 
Dancing, Maypole Dancing and Mummers’ Plays.  
  
Part A - Inspire: Take part in a range of Arts Activities.  
The Well Dressing would be one of the arts activities. 
 
Part B - Explore: Explore the work of artists or arts organisations through live or active 
experience.  
Activity could involve research on well dressing made online or by visiting sites. Invite well 
dressers into to the school to demonstrate and talk about their art.  
 
Part C - Create: Create a piece of art work to demonstrate arts skills, 
Design and make a well dressing. Make as a group or make small individual ones in e.g. 
biscuit tin lids. Hold a well dressing celebration by inviting other students, families and friends 
in to a well dressing opening ceremony. Include songs, poems, short plays or dances about 
water. Students could write their own or use existing. 
 
Part D - Present: Identity what they have achieved and enjoyed through the award and 
present their work to others.  
Choose favourite art form(s), present this to others in the group, the school, or wider audience 
and share what it was that they achieved and enjoyed. This section is not just a performance 
or exhibition. 

Outputs 
A display for the school, local community venue or outdoor space. 
Awareness raising of your forthcoming traditional arts event, St George’s Day Celebration or 
other. 
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Background information 
Well Dressing is a celebration of a water supply, traditionally a well or spring.  Later on in time 
to celebrate communal taps, and now can be found in any public space. 
It is an ancient custom unique to the Peak District, Derbyshire and surrounding areas. 
In the 1950’s it experienced a revival and attracts thousands of tourists and visitors each year. 
Some sources attribute the practice to the period of the Black Death in 1348-9, when probably 
a third of the population of England died of the disease, but some villages such as Tissington 
were untouched. The local people attributed this to their clean water supply and gave thanks 
by 'dressing' the village wells. However, it seems very likely that the practice goes back much 
further than this - probably to pagan times - and the fact that many well dressings have a 'well 
queen' suggests echoes of ancient spring fertility rites. 
The practice is continued mainly in the limestone villages of the central and southern peak with 
a succession of different villages dressing their wells between the end of May and early 
September. Traditionally, Tissington is the earliest in late May, and Eyam is the last of the 
large festivals at the end of August. Outside the Peak District, places which 'dress' their wells 
include Chesterfield, Etwall (near Derby), Endon (near Stoke on Trent) and Penistone (South 
Yorkshire). 
The construction of the well dressings is a skilful art in which frequently almost the whole 
population of the village is involved, and usually takes about ten days to perform. 
This is a labour intensive and time-consuming process, and the clay has to be kept damp or it 
will crack and the petals will fall off.  
After the well dressing is erected next to the well it is blessed in a short outdoor service, and 
usually a brass band will be hired for the occasion. Since many of the towns and villages have 
several wells, there will then be a procession around the town to bless each one in turn. 
Depending on the weather the well dressing will last about a week. It is transient art form and 
the process of degeneration fully demonstrated the importance of water! 
 

Associated Learning 
The Theme 
Many well dressings show religious stories, almost certainly due to church communities having 
a close involvement in the continuation of the custom. 
Themes can fit with curriculum learning, a special event in school or local community etc. This 
can be a good tool for generating research and learning. We used our well dressings as 
publicity for our St George’s Day Celebration Event. 
 
Art and Design 
The design for the well dressing needs to be simple. It is important to think about the spaces to 
be filled and if there is enough room to put in for example a stone or petal. 
It is important to identify what the image needs to say. Thinking about showing who has made 
it and when and the key elements of the ‘story’ or theme to be portrayed. 
It is possible to bring together different elements from different designs. 
 
Clay 
Science, geology, local industry and history 
Characteristics 
Clay is a sedimentary rock made of tiny particles which come from the weathering of other 
rocks and minerals. The particles can be transported by rivers or ice and then deposited.  
Clay collapses easily when wet (slumping) and forms gentle landscapes, which are frequently 
waterlogged. 
Soil structure, water retention properties,  
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Sensory: texture, moldability. 
 
Clays exhibit plasticity when mixed with water in certain proportions. When dry, clay becomes 
firm and when fired in a kiln permanent physical and chemical changes occur. These changes 
convert the clay into a ceramic material. Because of these properties, clay is used for 
making pottery both utilitarian and decorative, and construction products, such as bricks, wall 
and floor tiles. Different types of clay, when used with different minerals and firing conditions, 
are used to produce earthenware stoneware and porcelain. 
 
There are/were many potteries in Derbyshire and Staffordshire due to the local availability of 
clay, salt, lead and coal. Well known potteries include Royal Crown Derby and Denby. 
 
Limestone areas and water sources 
The White Peak area of Derbyshire is a limestone area. Due to the pervious nature of the rock, 
drainage is usually underground and can only be seen where the limestone meets an area of 
impermeable rock. This process can be seen in the appearance of natural springs and is 
known as resurgence. Perhaps this is one explanation of why people chose to do well 
dressing. Perhaps in early years they 00 
 

Extended Activities 
It is traditional to have a Well Dressing celebration when the Well Dressing is first on display.  
Link this to an existing event such as a school/local fair or concert.  
Create and event small or large. 
A week of creative folk arts activities culminating in performance e.g. maypole dancing, broom 
dancing, mummers play and songs. 
A small scale thanks giving for water and song. 
 

Useful resources 
http://resources.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/customs/questions/welldressing/index.html 
 

http://www.historic-uk.com/CultureUK/Well-Dressing/  
 
http://www.peakdistrictinformation.com/features/welldress.php 
 
http://www.peakdistrictinformation.com/features/welldress.php 
 
Photograph sources: 
Slide 1: left – http://www.mswebpals.org  right- http://www.tissingtonhall.co.uk 
 
 
 
 
 


