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Corn Dollies – session plan 
 
At Burwell House, Corn Dollies are a great example of an art and craft activity that is both local and 
sustainable.  The fields surrounding Burwell are regularly put to wheat (often known as corn) and 
Burwell House has examples of some traditional local corn dolly shapes – the Cambridgeshire Bells, the 
Suffolk Horseshoe and the Norfolk Lantern. 
 
These designs take many years of practice however, so in a corn dolly session, children will usually have 
the chance to practice two designs of simpler corn dollies or Countryman’s favours with paper straws, 
and then produce one of these using real, locally grown and harvested corn. 
 
Age range 
7+ (School years 3+)  
 
Group Size 
Up to 16 in a group. 
 
Time required 
Up to 1½ hours, including introduction. 
 
 

Safety Guidance 
Care should be taken with scissors. 
 
Equipment 
Corn Dolly Boxes (contain all necessary 
equipment)  
 
Prior learning 
None required. Though the ability to plait is very 
useful.

Accessibility 
Mobility: No issues 
Vision:  This will be a difficult activity for someone with severe visual impairment.  
Hearing: No issues. 
Other:  This activity requires good motor skills in the hands. 
 
Background 
The Mysterious Corn Dolly 
 
When farmers were less dependent on technology to produce our food, they believed that Mother 
Nature played a much more important role in the annual cycle of life. In particular, the 'harvest' of 
cereal crops was a major event in the calendar, and the Goddess of the Harvest was of major 
significance to the success (or otherwise) of the harvest).  
 
Grain from the first sheaf of the harvest would be made into a loaf of bread, while the last sheaf was 
reserved for small sculpture - or corn dolly – which was symbolic of Mother Nature, or the goddess of 
the harvest.  The word ‘dolly’ is a corruption of the word ‘idol’. 
 
It was believed that the goddess of the harvest lived amongst the crop whilst it was growing, and that 
the harvest made it homeless. To remedy this, complex, hollow shapes were fashioned from the last 
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sheaf of wheat, to house the spirit until crops were planted the following year.  This shape might be a 
horn, a horseshoe, knot, fan or lantern – every region had its own traditional form - but in every case 
the symbolic 'dolly' graced the top table at the end-of-harvest feast and was then carefully looked after 
in the farmer’s home over the winter months.  At the start of the next season, the "corn dolly" was then 
ploughed into the first furrow as the new crop was planted. 
 
Countryman’s Favours 
The Countryman’s Favour is a far simpler corn dolly than those described above and only required a few 
lengths of corn.  These would have been weaved by country boys, for their prospective girlfriends, and 
if successful, she would wear it over her heart as a token of her love.   
 
Ribbons 
The colour of the ribbon used on the corn dollies have symbolic meanings: 
 

WHITE is for purity. 

BROWN is for the earth. 

GREEN is for the newly growing corn. 

GOLD is the ripened wheat. 

ORANGE is for the sun. 

RED is for warmth, and also for the poppy in the cornfield. 

BLUE is the colour of truth, and also the colour of the cornflower. 

 
Method 
First, practice with paper straws 
                              
Three straw plait 
•  Take three straws and tie them with raffia approx 2cm from one end. 
•  From this tie, plait the three strands, keeping the plait particularly tight. 
•  Plait until approx 2cm from the opposite end of the straws. 
•  This ‘dolly’ can now be completed in one of two ways: 

Either:  Tie a small knot and tie the ends with ribbon or raffia…. 
Or: Tie into a heart using two ribbons  

 
Four straw compass plait 
•  Take 4 straws and tie them with raffia approximately 2cm from one end. 
•  Assign each straw a compass point – N, S, E and W and bend them outwards to form a  ‘helicopter’. 
•  Swap N and S 
•  Swap E and W 
•  Repeat and continue until you are approx 2cm from the other end of the straw. 
•  Pull gently on either end of the plait to stretch it. 
•  Bend it into a loop and tie with raffia or ribbon as desired  
 
Using real corn 
•  The participants then need to be handed 3 or 4 ears of corn to tie – this corn must have been soaked 
for at least one hour beforehand. 
•  As soon as they have been handed the corn, participants must begin to make the real dolly because 
as the corn dries, it becomes increasingly harder to work.   
•  The corn must be initially tied directly below the ears and plaited from this end.  Emphasize the need 
to keep any plait especially tight. 
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•  Trim as necessary 
 
National Curriculum Linked Objectives:   
 
Design and technology: 
 
Art & Design 

• Children should also know how art and design both reflect and shape our history, and contribute 
to the culture, creativity and wealth of our nation. 

 
 

 
Geography 

 
This will contribute to children describing and understanding key aspects of:  

human geography, including: types of settlement and land use, economic activity including 
trade links, and the distribution of natural resources including energy, food, minerals and 
water  

 


