Verceppe Observed, Verceppe Obscured, Verceppe Illuminated

Hazel Dennison
A workshop to shed light on the original content and context of the ballo
Verceppe for the Este court in Ferrara c. 1450.

1. Verceppe Observed

Verceppe is a ballo, a dance for five created by Domenico da Piacenza e Ferrara and recorded
in his treatise De La Arte di Ballare et Danzare'. The intention of this workshop is to clarify
Domenico’s original inspiration and intentions for this unique and enigmatic choreography.? In
this first part we will look at the dance through the eyes of the scribe and observers.

We do not know how Domenico recorded his ideas, notes and final realisation in the making of
his dances. We read them through the eyes of the scribe recording them, not in dance notation,
but described in words as if observed by a spectator. There is great clarity, order and detail in
the choreographic form and content.

The first audience for Verceppe, a ballo for three men and two ladies, would have been the
courtiers themselves, instructed from an early age to observe and judge the skills of their
dancing peers. In accordance with a brief resume of the original they would have observed the
following choreographic sequences:

SALTARELLO 12 tempi

First of all, a man goes in front, a lady behind him, then a man, then a lady and then a man at
the back. Making 11 tempi of saltarello initiated by a movimento.

BASSADANZA 14/16 tempi

in which the second (middle) man and third man will encircle the lady in front of them with
doppii and a closing ripresa. Both ladies make a volta tonda right. All pause for half a tempo.
Exchanging places, the ladies encircle the first and second men to which these men respond
with a volta tonda. All pause for half a tempo.

QUADERNARIA 5 tempi

in which all dance a la fila in 3 doppii contrapassi, meza volta left. All repeat this sequence
facing in the opposite direction.

During the fifth tempo the first man makes a meza volta left and he and the third man make a
salto.

SALTARELLO 4 tempi

in which first and third man weave around and through the ladies to exchange places and end
facing up and down the file.
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BASSADANZA 3 tempii

in which the two ladies respond in an exchange of places with 3 doppii encircling the second
(middle) man.

SALTARELLO 3 tempi

in which the first and third men circle their nearest lady with 3 saltarelli.

BASSADANZA 3 tempi
in which the ladies return to original places encircling the 2" man with 3 doppii.
SALTARELLO 3 tempi

in which the second (middle) man having made an initiating salteto in vuodo, uses three
saltarelli to encircle the first lady and return to place.

PIVA 3 tempi
in which all make a final exchange of movimenti and volta tonda.

If the 3™ man now in the lead makes a meza volta he can initiate a repetition of the ballo.

At each stage of this enigmatic ballo, each dancer would see and/or be seen by one or more of
the others. Perhaps only a glimpse, a glance, a challenge or a lingering exchange.

A first reconstruction will now be made with steps and dynamics directly from primary source
Pd. At this stage we still do not know the meaning of Verceppe. Who were these five people?
Whom or what do they represent? In what context was the ballo first made and performed? Or
was it all an abstraction?

2. Verceppe Obscured

Antonio Cornazano, a career courtier, poet, humanist, and teacher of dance at the d’Este court,
seemingly provides a solution. In his Libro dell 'Arte di Danzare (1455) he defines Verceppe as
a “ballo quasi simile ad una scaramuccia”, suggesting a brawl or scuffle, an image seemingly
at odds with his audience of elite dancers in noble halls. This definition lacks both clarity and
certainty. Many interpretations have been made over the past 30 to 40 years. Barbara Sparti at
the 1% Ghent Colloquium in 1985 explored the plausible notion of a battle of the sexes. Ingrid
Brainard in 1987 defined Verceppe as “Domenico’s most belligerent ballo”, Andrea Francalanci,
teaching it at a DHDS Summer School, surmised “its true meaning is still unclear”. Was
Verceppe an early form of commedia?

3.Verceppe Illuminated

The ballo Verceppe emerges in its true form in the light of an essay by Dr. Alessandro
Pontremoli.® Aware of the pitfalls encountered in unwrapping the many layers of cultural
significance and codification, Pontremoli alerts us to the essential need for honesty, clarity, and
avoidance of selective memory in deciphering the true context and content of 15" century
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dances. Titles in Domenico’s repertoire can offer viable links. Belreguardo and Belfiore
connect to Este delizie (the extensive network of Este family villas), Leoncello to the Marchese
himself, human passions figure in Geloxia and La Ingrata, and Humanist references in Giove.
The name Verceppe may also hold clues.

It may be that the origin of Verceppe lies in the Northern Italian cultural obsession with chivalric
Arthurian legend. These French/Burgundian literary volumes filled library shelves in Ferrara,
Mantua and Milan. They offered their former condottiere rulers a refined code of behaviour and
practice, enticed ladies to embellish their spaces with chivalric imagery and provided some
therapeutic bedtime reading. The Este court in Ferrara re-enacted many chivalric tournaments
in public. It is most probable that Domenico would have been involved in the staging and
performance of the torneo/battaglia, the heraldic rituals of Pompa and Sfida, displays of honour,
valour and magnificence. He would have choreographed and co-ordinated dances and dancing
led by the ladies at the post-tournament prize giving and ball. Verceppe may well have been
made for such a ball.

Pontremoli offers a viable solution within the text of the chivalric prose Tristano. In this legend,
King Arthur celebrates his reign with a three-day epic tournament to be held at the castle of
Leuverzepp on the river Humber. He summons Launcelot to honour his knighthood, together
with the knight Tristan, and Iseult, queen of Cornwall. All this, in the presence of his own Queen
Guinevere.

Domenico’s ballo Verceppe could very well be a distillation of the complex narrative of these
five protagonists within the specific context of the forneo/battaglia of Leuverzepp. With a
subtle juxtaposition of time, line, space and dynamics he has made a unique and sophisticated
ballo. Pontremoli suggests that the initial a /a fila should be led by Lancelot, followed by
Guinevere, the Arthur in the middle, followed by Isolde with Tristan at the rear. This makes
perfect sense especially in view of the exchange of leadership when the dance is repeated.

With all this in mind we can reconstruct Verceppe from a fresh perspective. We can ask at each
stage of this skirmish/scaramucia of power and passion, who is looking at whom and why?

[THE WORKSHOP ITSELF]

What the poet saw

“The ladies, the knights, the arms, the loves, the courtesies, the daring deeds I sing....... the
jealousies...” This litany is taken from Orlando Furioso by the Ferrarese poet Ariosto, written
in 1508. It calls up all the panoply of chivalric romance that just may lie behind this ballo by
Domenico.
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End Notes

! Domenico of Piacenza (Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale, MS ital. 972) transcribed and edited,
with an introduction, by D. R. Wilson (Sources for Early Dance: Series 1, Fifteenth-Century
Italy, 1, 1988.) Available from EDC Publications.

2 Dances from Domenico c.1450. Research and text by Hazel Dennison, with diagrams by
Paul Kent. HDS Publications. (full realisation of Verceppe with music).

3 Dr. Allesandro Pontremoli, “Il ballo Verceppe di Domenico da Piacenza fra trasmissione e
ricezione. Virtute et Arte del Danzare”, ARACNE editrice S.r.l., 2011.
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