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Deadly Complaisance?

Moira Goff

I first encountered early dance in the 1980s
and its combination of history and dancing,
two subjects I loved, immediately appealed to
me. When I first learnt about baroque dance, I
knew that this was the sort of dancing I had
always wanted to do. Yet, my dance
background was immediately considered a
problem. Whenever she saw me at early
dance events, Belinda Quirey would say ‘Oh,
you’re the ballet girl’, as if that somehow
disqualified me from any attempt to learn
historical styles and techniques - and she
wasn’t the only one to dismiss me for my
ballet training. I worked hard to acquire what
I was told was the ‘correct’ style and
technique for baroque dance. Yet, I always
felt that there should be something different,
something ‘more’, particularly when it came
to the theatrical dances. When I began to
research and write on baroque dance in the
early 1990s, and especially as I worked on the
life and career and reconstructed the surviving
dances of Hester Santlow - one of the greatest
of the professional dancers of the eighteenth
century - I began to question the received
wisdom I had been taught. I had been told
over and over again that ballroom and
theatrical dancing were essentially the same,
that baroque dance had to be ‘noble’ and
‘serious’ whatever the context of its
performance. Looking about me, 1 couldn’t
help noticing the contrast with the virtuosity
of singers and musicians specialising in
baroque music. Why were there no dancers to
match them? Why was the early dance world
so sure that such virtuosos had never existed?

In this paper, I look for a twenty-first century
approach to baroque dance, focussing on the
belle danse of the ballroom and the serious
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genre of the stage. I suggest that it is time to
begin a fresh debate about the styles and
techniques within baroque dance, and that
there is no single ‘correct’ approach.

The Dominant Narrative

Modern interest in dancing before 1800 may
be traced back to Melusine Wood, whose
knowledge of baroque dance is shown in her
book Advanced Historical Dances published
in 1960 for the Imperial Society of Teachers
of Dancing. Wood’s work is the immediate
source of some familiar ideas, for she refers to
‘the emergence of professional ballet dancing
in the noble style’ during the eighteenth
century only to declare that ‘in the first half of
the period the steps were only those used in
the ballroom’. When she analyses a dance
which does not fit this thesis, Pecour’s male
solo Aimable Vainqueur published in 1704,
she admits that the steps are ‘greatly
elaborated by the addition of beats, waves,
and turns’ but explains this away with the
idea that ‘it may have been a technical
exercise’ (for what purpose, she does not
say).! Melusine Wood’s most famous pupil
was, of course, Belinda Quirey whose legacy
is still with us. Quirey did not care to set
down in writing her strongly-held ideas, but
her attitudes are succinctly recorded in May I
Have the Pleasure?, first published in 1976
and familiar to many within and outside early
dance. Her view was that ‘Baroque technique
expressed the calm Olympian quality of
French classical thought’, but that the noble
style had been vulgarized by the ‘beats, the
turns, the general capering’ of professional
dancers.” In her later years, Quirey was
prepared to denigrate or simply ignore the
notated dances (with their inconvenient
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evidence of virtuosity), vociferously attacking
anyone she thought might disagree with her.
Unfortunately, she remains the principal
authority for baroque style and technique for
many in the British professional dance world.

Shirley Wynne represented a new generation
of early dance specialists. Her ideas about
baroque dance are set out in her 1970 article
‘Complaisance, an Eighteenth-Century Cool’.
She defines ‘complaisance’ as ‘the good
manners of the elite’ displaying ‘an artful
propriety and detachment” in  which
‘artfulness or skill should be carefully
concealed’. According to Wynne, elite
individuals had ‘a presence both elegant and
cool’ and a ‘demeanour which in all
appearances was one of controlled vitality’.
Wynne’s focus in her influential article was
on ballroom dancing, and she tacitly reveals a
shared attitude with her British predecessors
when she writes of ‘the lines of separation
between them [ball dances and ballets] being
still very indistinct in the earlier period’.” Her
best-known pupil is Catherine Turocy, who
has done much to bring early dance to a wider
audience with her New York Baroque Dance
Company.

Wendy Hilton was a pupil of Belinda Quirey
and a near contemporary of Shirley Wynne.
Her work with Quirey inspired her to develop
her own approach to baroque dance, based
firmly on the surviving French and English
treatises and dance notations of the early
1700s. Hilton’s book Dance of Court &
Theater: the French Noble Style 1690-1725,
published in 1981, has been particularly
influential among early dance practitioners in
Britain and North America. She, too, had a
particular view of baroque dance style and
technique, which was similar to those of
Wynne and Quirey. In the opening paragraphs
of the first chapter of Dance of Court &
Theater, Hilton declared that the ‘ideal
models for the nobleman [during the reign of
Louis XIV] were drawn from classical
Greece’, and asserted the importance of a
‘noble carriage and air’ with a ‘personal
presence at once alert and poised, open and
relaxed’. She made clear that ‘Dance in the
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serious or noble style had two aspects for
French courtiers. They performed social
dances in the ballroom, ... and theatrical
dances in court entertainments’. Hilton was
well aware of the ‘highly accomplished
professional dancers, both male and female’
at the Paris Opéra. It is worth quoting her on
the difficulties of theatrical dancing:

From the content of the notated dances it is
evident that the demands made upon
professional male dancers who performed in
the noble style were considerable. Through
the embellishment of the basic steps of the
court dances a purely theatrical vocabulary
had been evolved. The elaborate dances for
men were interspersed with cabrioles ... and
successions of pirouettes ... which had long
been part of the professional performer’s
equipment. In dances in the noble style,
however, such tours de force had to be
performed with elegance and apparent ease.

The final sentence in this quotation shows
where her allegiance lay. When she turns to
the analysis and explanation of baroque steps,
Hilton states firmly that her text ‘covers only
those components used in both theatrical and
social dances’.’

Between them, Melusine Wood, Belinda
Quirey, Shirley Wynne and Wendy Hilton
established a dominant narrative in which the
‘noble style’ - cool, restrained, elegant, and
determinedly anti-virtuosic - was considered
the apogee of baroque dance, and became
wholly identified with the ballroom and
theatrical dancing of the period.

The Challenge

Francine Lancelot was a contemporary of
Shirley Wynne and Wendy Hilton. She was a
practitioner rather than a writer, but her
catalogue of the surviving French notations
provides some insights into her work. La
Belle Dance, published in 1996, has a lengthy
introduction in which Lancelot explores what
the surviving repertoire can tell us about
dance in the eighteenth century. She begins
with de Pure’s definition: ‘belle dance is a
certain finesse in movement and steps and in
the whole person which cannot be expressed
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or taught through words’.” She immediately
amplifies it, with the help of modern French
scholars, ‘It designates a style of dance that,
... was presented as the privilege of the “good
dancer”, whether noble or commoner,
amateur or professional. Found in the context
of either the ballroom or the theater, belle
dance reveals both a social and esthetic [sic]
conception of the dance’. Lancelot declares
that classical ballet is the ‘natural heir’ of
belle dance. She tries to distinguish between
ballroom and theatre dances, but her analysis
of the latter forces her to admit that there are
many duets and solos created for the theatre
which share the characteristics of ballroom
dances, and this ‘sweeps aside the assumption
that the difference between the two
repertoires is essentially a technical one’.°
Unlike Belinda Quirey, Francine Lancelot
was happy to work with professional ballet
dancers. This affected the style and technique
she developed, which was sharper, more
precise, more detailed and more physically
demanding than that of her British and
American counterparts. This professional
edge is the essence of Lancelot’s challenge to
the dominant narrative, and it can still be seen
in the work of her pupils.

Richard Taruskin’s challenge was to early
music. His 1998 review ‘Early Music Truly
Old-Fashioned at Last’ deals with one of his
bugbears, ‘the funny notion abroad among
classical music reviewers that the best thing a
performer can do is disappear’. Taruskin’s
problem is with an early music performance
style and technique akin to Wynne's
‘Complaisance’. He describes as ‘bizarre’ the
fact that ‘early-music performers, though they
specialize in pre-romantic repertory, have
been especially prone to impose on
themselves all the puritanical inhibitions with
which romantic idealism has shackled the
performance of classical music’. Taruskin’s
review, of the violinist Andrew Manze’s
recordings of Vivaldi’s Concert for the Prince
of Poland and Tartini’s The Devil’s Sonata,
concludes:

In short, he [Manze] never lets you forget he’s
there, adding his skills and inspiration to
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those of the composer, as often as not
upstaging him. And what emerges is a
violinistic masterpiece, in which abstract
composing and real-time performing have
merged - or “remerged,” since that is how it
used to be - into a single act. It is the most
convincing “period performance” I have ever
heard, which of course is not to say that it is
anything other than make-believe. But the
chaste literalism that we’re used to, and that
has been stifling classical music, is also
make-believe - and, for early music, the
greater anachronism.’

Taruskin’s criticisms of so much of what
passes for ‘period performance’ could equally
well apply to early dance. Manze, of course,
is one of the virtuosos who have been steadily
emerging within early music.

A similar challenge to early dance came from
Edmund Fairfax in 2003, with his book The
Styles of Eighteenth-Century Ballet. Fairfax
has the zeal, and the ferocity, of a crusader. In
his introduction he writes of the ‘numerous
gross misconceptions about the nature of
eighteenth-century dance, its styles, its
choreography, the character of its ballets, and
above all its technique’. He goes on to attack
several well-known dance historians, but he
reserves special venom for Hilton whose
‘unscholarly’ Dance of Court & Theater he
accuses of being ‘particularly effective in
promulgating the erroneous view of ballet as a
dance form scarcely discernible from
ballroom dancing’. His emphasis throughout
is on the proper use of an extensive range of
primary source material, but he seems not to
have read Hilton’s book with close enough
attention, for he consistently misrepresents it.
He attacks Beauchamp-Feuillet notation and
Rameau’s revision of it, because they ‘give
merely notational characters of steps, which
are often misleading about the manner of
execution’, and the notated dances, since they
‘do not appear to be a cross-section of
mainstream theatrical dance for the period but
rather tell us more about the level of
proficiency reached by amateurs and dancing
masters of the age’. He castigates Wynne for
propounding the notion that ‘eighteenth-
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century dance was ‘“cool,” that 1is,
expressively repressed’. Fairfax is entirely
focussed on eighteeenth-century theatrical
dance, declaring:

The ballet of this period was not a simple,
earthbound dance form limited in range of
movement or number of steps, or quaintly
bound by the dictates of a rigid code of
decorum. On the contrary, it was a highly
developed art form employing exaggerated
movements; one wherein its practitioners
achieved a remarkable level of virtuosity,
most notably in the plentiful if not excessive
use of capers, or high beaten jumps; B

Fairfax is very obviously misrepresenting the
primary sources and the work of many
baroque dance specialists, but we should pay
attention to his challenge. Is he right? Well,
one of the problems with his book is the lack
of any sense of change and development in
dance over the eighteenth century. Another
lies in that old adage that the devil is in the
details - and they are what I propose to
explore next.

Ballroom Versus Theatre?

I will use two female solos, one for the
ballroom and one for the theatre, to look more
closely at the style and technique of baroque
dance. The most succinct (and best-known)
explanation of the difference between
ballroom dancing and the serious genre for
the stage is that by John Weaver, in his 1712
An Essay Towards an History of Dancing:

Serious Dancing, differs from the Common-
Dancing usually taught in Schools, as History
Painting differs from Limning. For as the
Common-Dancing has a peculiar Softness,
which would hardly be perceivable on the
Stage; so Stage-Dancing would have a rough
and ridiculous Air in a Room, when on the
Stage it would appear soft, tender and
delightful. And altho’ the Steps of both are
generally the same, yet they differ in the
Performance: Notwithstanding there are some
Steps peculiarly adapted to this sort of
Dancing, viz. Capers, and Cross-Capers of
all kinds; Pirouttes, Batteries, and indeed
almost all Steps from the Ground.’
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This seems straightforward enough, but what
does Weaver’s explanation mean in practice?

The first solo I wish to examine is Mr Isaac’s
Minuet, published in 1711."° In an earlier
paper, I put forward the idea that this dance
belonged to a particular genre, the solo
minuet for a girl. It has been suggested by
others that it might resemble a solo danced at
court by a young girl, and that it dates to the
late 1680s (some twenty years before its
publication - a time span which could have
seen many changes in style and technique). I
have wondered how close this choreography
might be to a classroom exercise designed to
help a young dancer develop her technical
control and ‘address’.'’ Whatever the reason
for its creation, Isaac’s Minuet was not
intended for the theatre, so we should pay
attention to the views of early eighteenth-
century dancing masters on style and
technique for the ballroom - for example,
Louis Bonin in Die neuester Art zur galanten
und theatralischen Tantz-Kunst of 1712 (this
translation, as others from German sources in
this paper, is by Edmund Fairfax):

.. it [‘belle danse’, by which Bonin means
ballroom dancing] is so done that the feet
leave the floor seldom and very little. Here,
one must forgo all springing and capering and
rather largely endeavour only to see how far
one is to bend and rise elegantly, how far one
is to move the whole body, the head, and
hands gracefully (which of course is also to
be observed in ballet).12

With Weaver’s and Bonin’s precepts in mind,
I will look at the first plate of Isaac’s
Minuet."® The dance begins with a balancé,
one of the agrémens to the ballroom minuet.
In this case, it incorporates a beat, which adds
an accent to the step. How sharp should the
beat be? Should it merely touch the heel of
the supporting foot, or should it be
percussive? Rameau provides no advice."
The next step is a contre-temps du menuet, a
springing step, which is followed by two pas
de menuet a la boémienne. These last begin
with a single demi-coupé and end with a jetté.
The final spring seems to be peculiarly
English, for Feuillet notates the step with a
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final demi-coupé whereas in Orchesography
Weaver shows a jetté."” The springs are surely
meant to be dynamic, whether or not they
leave the floor. The plate finishes with
another balancé, again with a beat, and three
pas de menuet a la boémienne, two sideways
and one forwards, tracing a half-circle anti-
clockwise. The rest of the choreography
continues to incorporate sprung steps,
alongside flowing steps familiar from the
ballroom minuet. I suggest that Isaac’s Minuet
was intended to be lively as well as
controlled, and that it needs dynamic accents
to draw and keep the audience’s attention.

Isaac’s Minuet was a dance of display,
intended to be performed before a
knowledgeable audience (even if it was only a
piece for the ‘school show’). Would the
young girl who performed the choreography
really be as ‘cool’ as Wynne says? How much
of our interpretation of these dances is
influenced by Rameau’s naive illustrations to
Le Maitre a danser, for example that of the
‘Maintien d’une femme en marcha[n]t’” which
he intended should show ‘the head upright,
the shoulders down, the Arms bent, and easily
drawn back to the Body, without
Affectation’. ' Rather different is the portrait
of a young girl in Enoch Seeman’s Colonel
Andrew Bissett and His Family, painted about
1708 (she is probably the Colonel’s neice and
ward, Marjorie Winram, then aged about
12)."” Rameau’s engraving is stiff and lifeless,
whereas Seeman’s portrait shows a young girl
who has an elegant stance and an alert air
with a touch of coquetry - just right for
Isaac’s Minuet. Her demeanour is far removed
from the stodgy complacency which all too
often affects modern performances of early
eighteenth-century ballroom dances.

The second dance I wish to look at is
Guillaume-Louis Pecour’s Entrée Espagnolle
for Mlle Subligny, published in 1704. This is
a serious dance intended for performance at
the Paris Opéra.'® Rameau’s promised treatise
on theatrical dance does not survive, if it was
ever written, and we have no other early
eighteenth-century manual on the vocabulary
and technique used by professional dancers."”
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Gottfried Taubert provides
comments on stage dancing in
Rechtschaffener Tantzmeister of 1717:

some general
his

. in this other branch of dance, namely
serious dance, all the steps, even those which
are borrowed from la belle danse, are done
high with considerable force (not to mention
the sundry capers, or powerful springs into
the air wherein the feet must work away in the
air for most of the time), so the arms here as
well, which should necessarily accord with
the legs, must always be held high, to the
sides in a straight line with the shoulders.*

Taubert seems to say that the legs are raised
high in all steps, not merely in jumps.Weaver
provides no such technical details, although
he does provide other useful information
about serious dancing:

There are two Movements in this Kind of
Dancing; the Brisk, and the Grave; the Brisk
requires Vigour, Lightness,  Agility,
Quicksprings, with a Steadiness, and
Command of the Body; the Grave (which is
the most difficult) Softness, easie Bendings
and Risings, and Address; and both must have
Air and Firmness, with a graceful and
regulated Motion of all Parts:*'

I can’t help thinking that Weaver’s as well as
Taubert’s precepts are currently more
honoured in the breach than the observance.

Is the Entrée espagnolle brisk or grave? The
two recent performance recordings I have
seen take different views.? I will look only at
the first plate of the solo.” It begins with a
series of ouvertures de jambe. Are these
‘fluttering embroideries on the periphery of a
controlled and tranquil center’, as described
by Wynne, or are they an early version of
what would become the grand rond de jambe
in classical ballet?** How high should they be
taken? Does the working leg move easily or is
there some resistance? Is it straight or bent at
the knee? The eighteenth-century sources give
us no information at all. These ouvertures de
jambe are punctuated by pas tombés, falling
steps. How should these be performed? Are
they graceful, ending softly in a plié, or do
they have a powerful downward movement



Moira Goff

with a visible or even audible collapse?
Taubert provides one clue, writing of ‘the

artificial lighting, the distance of the
spectators’  which encourage a more
exaggerated performance style and

technique.25 Ouvertures de jambe are a
particular feature of this dance, and I suggest
that the solo needs expansive movements and
a strong dynamic to convey its ‘Spanish’
character.

The best-known and most often reproduced
depiction of Mlle Subligny shows her in an
elaborate floor-length gown which would
have impeded any view of her footwork, if
indeed she could execute the steps Pecour
included within the various solos and duets he
created for her.”® How much does this image
influence the way in which we reconstruct her
surviving dances? A little-known engraving
from much the same time by Robert Bonnart
shows ‘Terpischore, troisifme muse’ in a
costume which would have been rather easier
to dance in. Although her bodice, sleeves and
panelled overskirt are similar to those of Mlle
Subligny, Terpsichore’s underskirt falls only
to her ankles and would have allowed her legs
and feet plenty of freedom of movement.”’ I
feel that Terpsichore’s attire is closer than
Subligny’s to the actual costuming of female
professional dancers on the stage of the Paris
Opéra. I suggest that it would have allowed
such an early eighteenth-century dancer to
take her ouvertures de jambe well above and
beyond the small, timid circles favoured by
some of today’s exponents of baroque theatre
dance.

What About the Men?

Here and now, in the early twenty-first
century, we have many primary sources to
draw on as we try to reconstruct the notated
dances of the early eighteenth century. There
is also a wealth of secondary sources, which
may influence us knowingly or unknowingly.
I do not wish to disparage Wood, Wynne or
Hilton, or even Fairfax - we are indebted to
the work of all of them. But we must not
accept their views and interpretations
uncritically, just as we should not take the
dance manuals, treatises and notations of the
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early 1700s at face value. We need to
constantly question our own work, as we
strive to achieve standards of skill and
understanding that will do honour and justice
to the dances and dancers of the past. Modern
ballet dancers scrutinise their work closely in
a mirror, looking with critical eyes on every
nuance of position and movement. We in
early dance should also use a mirror to
examine both our research and our practice.
As yet, our exploration of the theatrical dance
of the early 1700s remains radically
incomplete. How many of us have ever seen
truly accomplished performances of the
theatrical choreographies created by Pecour,
L’Abbé and others for the professional
dancers of their time? How many dancers
have attempted to reconstruct or even
research the solos and duets for the leading
male dancers of the period around 1700 -
dances that require professional strength and
control? These dances can surely reveal the
true virtuosity of baroque dance. So, what
about the men?
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