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The Mummers Festival is a participant-focused, community-based festival that 
encourages the celebration of mummering traditions. It is Canada’s flagship Folklife Festival merging cultural 
research with program planning. Each year, the Mummers Festival hosts events over the first two weeks of 
December leading up to its crowning event, the Mummers Parade. Workshops, public forums with mummer 
experts, lectures and school programming act a educational and momentum-building events for the big Parade 
Day. Participants can build a jaw-snapping hobby horse or learn how to play their own homemade ugly stick. 
Audiences meet mummer experts (those long-term, experienced locals who have been mummering for decades) 
and receive first-hand knowledge about the many intricacies of this tradition.

 Where foolish is the new normal, underwear is outerwear, 
 and a curtain is more than just a curtain.

The Mummer Parade draws out families and friends of various backgrounds and ages who dress in mummer 
disguises and parade through the streets. For this one day, everyone is a mummer with the freedom to act out in 
fun and surprising ways. The Mummers Festival successfully taps into one of the most important elements of the 
mummering tradition: social bonding. Like many other Christmas traditions, mummering brings together families, 
friends and strangers alike to create a sense of community.

The Mummers Festival and Parade is the biggest celebration of this 300 year old tradition. It is the newly veiled 
face of mummering working to keep cultural identity alive and strong.

Our Mandate
To produce festivals for the purpose of education, charity, cultural promotion, community 
engagement and advancement of the public’s understanding and appreciation of Newfoundland 
and Labrador folk traditions related to mummering and Christmastime practices; and to assist in 
the transmission of these folk traditions through participation by the public and tradition-bearers 
in such festivals and related forums, lectures, workshops, performances and public events.

Our Goal
The Mummers Festival aims to promote the continuance and evolution of traditional arts 
and performance by encouraging active participation in mummering activities. All events are 
designed to equip the public with skills and knowledge about mummering so that they can 
better participate in our Parade day events and, it is hoped, the house-visiting traditions that 
occur during the twelve days of Christmas.

Our History
The Mummers Festival was initially a joint initiative with the Intangible Cultural Heritage division 
of the Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland and Labrador and Memorial University’s Folklore 
Department. The initiative began in 2009 with the intention of passing along a well-researched 
model to a community group who would continue organizing the Mummers Festival. That year, 
the Festival included 16 free community events throughout the month of December. In 2010 a 
Mummers Festival community group was established and run entirely by volunteers. In 2011, 
the Mummers Festival incorporated as a nonprofit entity. The Festival is going into its 8th year.

About Us



2015 EVENT OF THE YEAR 
(City of St. John’s)

2012 COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT AWARD 
(NL Historic Sites Association)

2011 CULTURAL TOURISM AWARD 
(Hospitality NL)

2011 Mummering was designated as a 
DISTINCTIVE CULTURAL TRADITION OR PRACTICE 
(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador)

Awards & 
Recognition



The Mummers Festival was guided 
by principles of cultural conservation and intangible cultural 
heritage and influenced by folklife festival models, known for their 
ethnographic approach to planning. The goal is to see traditions 
live. Each year, the Festival creates new opportunities to pass 
along traditional skills and knowledge. A folklife festival model 
attempts to achieve the goals of cultural understanding and cultural 
transmission as encouraged by UNESCO’s policies on intangible 
cultural heritage. At the heart of the Mummers Festival is the 
aspiration to represent, celebrate, and inspire the transmission of 
collective cultural knowledge in a grassroots way.

Participants at the Mummers Festivals feel an incredible sense of 
pride as they breathe new life into a tradition that seems to be 
“dying out.” Rather than lament the loss of tradition, the Mummers 
Festival is a call to action that functions as an incubator for artistic 
expression and cultural reproduction. While the context is new, it 
is hoped that the Festival ignites a renewed interest in its house-
visiting origins. The Mummers Festival helps to keep mummering 
alive and contemporary and adds to the population’s pride of place.

From an outside perspective, mummering may appear quaint, 
funny, or fascinating, but from an insider’s point of view, mummering 
is a vital mode of expression. The Mummers Festival attempts 
to show the importance of mummering as a tool that expresses 
cultural identity, community values, and social cohesion. The 
Parade becomes a communal staging ground for the transmission 
and reinvention of traditions within a diverse urban setting and 
amongst experienced mummers and initiates alike.

Conserving
Culture



Volunteers are the lifeblood of the 
Mummers Festival and we would 
never succeed without their support.
Our volunteers range in age from high-
school students to retirees. They collect 
materials for workshops, serve Purity 
syrup and cookies to hungry mummers, 
drive and host artists and performers. 
Volunteers work as workshop assistants 
helping the public and doing crowd-
control. They are involved in poster, 
postcard, and public notice distribution. 
They act as stand-ins for media features 
and promotional endeavours. They help 
set up events, produce signage, and 
provide labour for event clean-up and 
break down. Volunteers act as Parade 
marshals and carry our Parade banner. 

The Mummers Festival volunteer Board 
of Directors holds meetings before and 
after events to evaluate the success of its 
programming, the finances and Festival 
budget, and any feedback received 
from participants. The volunteer Board 
evaluates the work of its Coordinator 
and the public image of the organization 
including relationships with other 
partnering organizations and individuals.

Promoting
Volunteerism



Celebrating
Art

traditional drama, the art of disguise,
mask-making, costuming, folk theatre,
music, singing and recitation, jokes and pranks,
instrument crafting, storytelling, dance,

hobby horse puppetry and performance

Mummering is an artful tradition. As 
a type of theatre, it involves both 
performance and craft. Mummering is the 
art of disguise, the art of costuming, and 
a form of traditional drama. It involves 
the art of mask-making; music, singing, 
storytelling and recitation; dance, jokes, 
and pranks, and hobby horse puppetry 
as a craft and performance.

The Mummers’ Play, with its stock 
characters, is also a part of the 
Newfoundland mummer tradition. It is a 
version of the Hero-combat Play (as it is 
called in England). At least three texts for 
the Mummers Play have been identified 
and performed in St. John’s, Change 
Islands, and Salvage. The Mummers 
Festival has delivered programming to 
high-school aged students who took 
these original texts, reformulated them 
and then performed them for audiences.

The primary goal of the Mummers 
Festival is to promote the continuance 
and evolution of traditional arts and 
performance. Our hope is that informal, 
community-based folk drama and 
associated material arts (hobby horses, 
ugly stick, costuming traditions) will 
flourish both during the festival and 
afterward as a living, 300 year old 
house-visiting tradition in Newfoundland 
and Labrador.



Breathing 
New Life into 
Old Traditions

It’s been years since their last sighting, yet the Fools (or Ribbon Fools) are still remembered fondly for their 
elaborate crêpe paper and tinsel outfits as well as their mischievous antics around town on Old Christmas Day. 
In Pouch Cove ominous Fools would emerge from the forest of Shoe Cove and, whipping ropes in hand, chase 
anyone and everyone in sight. Hiding under the fish flakes was the only choice to ward off the Fools who wore 
giant headdresses too tall to crawl into small spaces.

What did we do?
The Mummers Festival went to community members and asked them questions about this old tradition: What 
happened when and where? What makes for a good Ribbon Fool? How did Fools walk, talk, dress, and speak? 
We recorded their recollections with video, arranged for costume-making workshops and learned the finer details 
of Newfoundland’s version of the Running of the Bulls. Once the information was gathered we then developed 
educational forums on the tradition as well as costume-making workshops for the public. Those who attended 
these events wore their costumes in the Mummers Parade. Despite a change in context, we helped to give this old 
tradition a new life. The Mummers Festival develops programming in this way every year by engaging tradition-
bearers as much as possible and offering new environments to revive traditions on the brink of disappearing.

“Fool’s Paradise”: A Public 
Forum about NL Fool Traditions

Finding Fools: Researching 
NL Fool Traditions

Pouch Cove’s 
Ribbon Rig Workshops

2016 Fool Programming:



Pouch Cove’s
Ribbon Rig
Workshops

Our search for information about the ribbon fool brought us to Pouch Cove 
and Flatrock. Russell Langmead is one of only a few people who has living 
memories of the fool tradition. As far as we know, he is the only living 
person who has made and worn what is referred to as a “fool’s rig” (the 
costume of ribbons and accompanying “fool’s face” mask). 

This is a prime example of heritage-at-risk: knowledge of our culture that is 
on the verge of disappearing. So in an effort to keep this tradition alive, we 
conducted videorecorded interviews with Russell, as well as Shirley Bragg 
and Christopher Kavanagh, to learn about the finer details of this tradition. 
These meetings spawned two small workshops with Russell who offered 
to show us, and a few other residents, how to make the fool’s rig. We 
videorecorded these workshops and learned the costume-making process. 
We had hoped this would encourage Harry to run some larger workshops 
for the Mummers Festival. He was not able to do this however we were able 
to run it ourselves. The result was two public workshops and at least half 
a dozen fools costumes which were then worn in the Mummers Parade. 

All three informants described with great fondness the memories of fools 
running through their towns and the image of ribbons flying everywhere. 
It wasn’t until the costumes came to life that we also understood how 
magnificent crepe paper ribbons can be! We understand that traditions do 
fade away when they no longer have a use. What we are attempting is to 
create new reasons for traditions to continue. The Mummers Parade has 
become a staging ground for these old traditions to be expressed.



Mini Mummers 
School Touring Program

This program is 6 years strong and aimed at elementary 
grade students. Run by Jenn Brown for a third year, students 
engage in an interactive demonstration of the many aspects of 
Newfoundland mummering. The 45 minute presentation involves 
question & answer, photo and video component, a hobby horse 
demonstration, an interactive disguise component with a teacher, 
and a mock-mummer guessing game with students. The Mini 
Mummers School tour aims to reach 10 schools a year in the 
greater St. John’s area. We have found over the years that it 
is also an excellent way to get the word out about events to 
different pockets of the surrounding area. Students who receive 
this program often come to our other events.

Hobby Horse & 
Christmas Bull Workshops

A long-time program of the Mummers Festival, the Hobby Horse 
Workshop invited its creepy cousin, the Christmas Bull, into 
the stable. Hobby horses were orginally made of horse skulls. 
But research shows that they were also made from the skulls 
of moose, pigs, and cows. The template, designed by Dale 
Jarvis, was replicated and participants could choose to build a 
horse or a bull. This year we hosted 3 workshops at the Victoria 
Park Poolhouse. Largely a family affair, parents and children 
constructed these folk puppets and then brought them to the 
Mummers Parade.

Ship (Hat) of Fools Workshops

Over 150 years ago, a type of mummer called the “fool” had its 
own bizarre practice of toting inflated fish bladders on a stick and 
wearing ship models on elaborately decorated hats. Back in the 
1800’s during the twelve days of Christmas the mischievous fools 
meandered through the streets causing mayhem and disorder 
wherever they went. They made sure to never leave the house 
without spectacular costumes covered entirely with crêpe paper 
ribbons, as well as their distinct Ship Hats. 

Larger-than-life ship hats seemed like a great fit for a Mummers 
Parade so we ran two workshops this year to encourage their 
creation. Participants followed a template and added their own 
personal style. The result was a fleet of ships sailing through a 
sea of mummers.  

 “I remember, some years ago, just about Christmas time, one 
 of my brothers...making a full-rigged brig, and giving it to a 
	 person	who	was	to	be	a	“Fool”	on	New	Year’s	Day,	to	be	used	
 in the decoration of his cap.” 
   --William Whittle, Evening Telegram, 1885



Celebrating its 5th year anniversary, our Ugly Stick Workshops have transformed 
hundreds of boots and thousands of bottlecaps into some of the finest and ugliest 
of musical instruments. In keeping with the goal of engaging tradition bearers, the 
Festival met Wayne Cave of Trepassey, an expert ugly stick maker. With his guidance 
we developed workshops based on his ugly stick design whereby participants can 
build their own in under two hours. Participants must BYOB (bring your own boot), 
and we provide the instruction and other materials. Once completed Wayne teaches the basics for how to play 
the percussion instrument. Our most popular workshop has generated about 500 ugly sticks over 5 years and 
adds a new level of noise and excitement for the Mummers Parade.

This year, we were happy to welcome Seniors Supporting Seniors, a 
seniors group based out of the Froude Avenue Community Centre in St 
John’s, NL. The purpose of the group is to provide social, recreational 
and educational opportunities to its members. Outreach coordinator 
Stephen Ross wrote about the experience of the group at the Ugly Stick 
Workshop:

“The greatest takeaway from the event was the interactions it supported. Not 
only did each senior assemble their own ugly stick, but the group helped one 
another through each step. These acts of peer support are precisely what 
our group has been aiming to achieve, with the hope that in the long-term, 
these acts and accompanying friendship networks can be sustained in the 
community. In this sense, the event was not only successful in providing our 
seniors with a unique, hands-on activity, but it contributed to the positive growth 
and development of our group. The activity was a great success and all of our 
participants felt the activity was unique, fun and a fantastic way to be active 

in their community. These seniors 
would later attend the mummers 
parade on the following Saturday 
and all have said they will again 
attend the workshop next year 
if it is held, again a testament to 
the enjoyment they took from the 
event.“

This workshop, like all our 
events, acts as a momentum-
builder for the Mummers Parade 
and helps to achieve one of our 
main goals: active participation 
in mummering activities.

Ugly Stick
Workshop



Mummers
Parade Day

“If you got a child that starts out when 
they’re five or six years old and they 
go to a Mummers Parade and then they 
go to a few mummers parades...well 
they’re probably going to get together, 
or say, ‘Come on Mom and Dad, let’s 
go mummering.’  And we’ll go to our 
Aunt’s and our Uncle’s and our cousins 
and all of our family.  So that will revive 
it.  Then when they get old enough to 
do it themselves, they’re going to do it, 
and they’re going to pass it on to their 
children.  Because it is tradition for 
here.”

 Doug MacDonald
participant from Colliers



Rig Up
Mummers get “rigged up” for the Mummers Parade. Deciding the best mummers 
disguise is an important part of the tradition. Participants mix and match a 
disguise from bins of clothing. They find the perfect tea cozy hat, fashion the 
perfect lace veil, stuff a size 42 bra, or turn their clothes inside out. With bins 
and bins of clothing to choose from the disguises are endless. Bishop Feild 
Elementary opened their gym doors for the province’s biggest Rig Up.

Pot ‘n’ Pan Kitchen Jam
Learn the beats then hit the streets! Mummers brought pots, pans, ugly sticks 
or any other bang-able household objects to Bishop Feild School an hour 
before the Mummers Parade. Our band leader taught some simple rhythms to 
play during the Parade. 

Mummers Parade
Foolish is the new normal at the Mummers Parade: tea cozies look best on 
people’s heads and bras are best worn on the outside of your clothes. For 
this one day, everyone’s a mummer with the freedom to act out in fun and 
surprising ways.

Scuff ‘n’ Scoff
The Mummers Parade ends with some serious hard-stepping! This post-
Parade event festures live music from the Ferryland band Reddy or Knot. 
Volunteers served Purity syrup , jam-jams, and other sweets. Our Mummeries 
Forever photobooth gets mummers to take their best pose.

Mummers Dozen Pub Crawl
With a dozen and one ways to have fun, we put mummers to the test! Mummers 
made their way through 13 not-so-gruelling challenges: they saddled up to 
the Sundance Saloon for the Hobby Horse Barn Burner; they unstuffed and 
unveiled to slow sexy tunes at the Mummers Strip Tease; they banged out their 
best beat at the Ugly Stick Revolution. 

1 Day. 5 Events



Mummers
Dozen
Pub Crawl

The Mummers Dozen Pub Crawl encourages 
Parade Day participants to continue into the 
night. Located in the heart of the St. John’s 
entertainment district, George Street, the Pub 
Crawl challenges participants to complete 13 
not-so-gruelling challenges. With a “Mummers 
Licence” in hand, the groups complete each task 
and receive a stamp and a chance to win prizes. 
Mummers test their knowledge at Mummer 
Trivia. They bang out their best beat at the Ugly 
Stick Revolution. Or they go head-to-head in an 
epic dance battle. 

It’s the silly side of mummering that is so much 
fun. This is our attempt to capture that spirit. 
Traditionally mummers go house to house for a 
party and a drink. At this event they go from pub 
to pub in a similar fashion. This event reflects 
parts of the tradition in a brand new way.



The Mummers Festival sought support from the Helen Creighton Folklore Society for the production of a video 
about the  Newfoundland and Labrador hobby horse tradition. We produced a video that addresses hobby horse 
history and includes a step-by-step instructional component for how to make a hobby horse. Further, we created 
a step-by-step guide and template document that accompanies the video. Users can download the guide, read 
about the hobby horse tradition, follow the instructions and tape together the paper template to begin the process 
of making their own horse.

Since the first Mummers Festival in 2009, twelve other communities in Newfoundland and Labrador have started 
their own mummers parade or walk. There have been many requests from community groups about how they 
can have their own hobby horse workshop. The goal of this production was to offer supplementary outreach to 
community groups around Newfoundland and Labrador who wish to create their own mummer-related events. 
The video satisfies this new need at no cost to community groups.

Hobby Horse
Workshop
Video



Selected
Press



Strategic 
& Action
Planning

This year the Mummers Festival board and staff 
underwent three strategic and action planning sessions 
with the goal of uncovering the organization’s priorities 
and setting a direction for the next three years. Led by 
board member Dave Strong, the sessions were lively 
yet focused. We considered a host of questions that 
considered the nature of our existence, indicators for 
success, challenges and opportunities. Group exercises 
helped us to narrow in on various collective themes and 
visions for the Mummers Festival’s future. The results of 
this process revealed three strategic directions:

Towards Sustainable Revenues and Partnerships

Towards Organizational Excellence Through Sound 
Governance and Planning

Towards Honouring the Mummering Tradition

From this, action planning will focus on implementing 
specific activities and outputs that will allow the 
organization to focus on these strategic directions.



2016 Expenses

2016 Revenues

Attendance Over 
7 Years

Revenues Over 6 Years

Mummers
Festival by
Numbers



Our 
Supporters

Royal Newfoundland Constabulary, Newfoundland and Labrador Public Libraries, St. John Ambulance, Bishop 
Feild Elementary School, Evergreen Recycling, Salvation Army, GJ Shortall Ltd, Johnny Ruth &Living Planet, 
The Sprout Restaurant.

The Mummers Festival could not exist without the generous support of 
a proud, local community. A big thanks goes out to supporters who unite 
with us to help keep our time-honoured and colourful traditions alive!

THANK YOU!



Mummers Festival
PO Box 601, Stn. C

St. John’s, Newfoundland
A1C 5K8

mummersfestival.ca

2016 Mummers Festival Board of Directors

2016 Mummers Festival Staff

Andrea O’Brien  Stephen Quinton
Kathleen Parewick  Dave Strong
Maria Lear

Ryan Davis, Executive Director
Sharna Brzycki, Festival Intern


