‘Full of State and Ancientry’?
Tracing the social connections of the Old Measures

Jennifer Kiek

Introduction

A legal training establishment does not
readily spring to mind as a hot-bed of dancing
but the London Inns of Court in the sixteenth
and earlier seventeenth centuries had also
come to serve another purpose: certainly their
prime function was to provide a rigorous in-
house training in common law for those
destined to pursue a legal career but many, if
not most, of the students admitted had no
such intention or, indeed, financial necessity.
The Inns, and in particular the Inner and
Middle Temples, Gray’s Inn, and Lincoln’s
Inn, had become the place for sons of the
landed gentry from all over the country to
finish their education, often after Oxford or
Cambridge. They were joined by a smaller
number of the minor aristocracy on the one
hand and the upwardly mobile who could
afford it on the other. While a good
grounding in the knowledge and skills of the
law would doubtless stand them in good stead
when their turn came to run the family estates
or in whatever public office came their way,
they were principally there to acquire ‘all
commendable qualities requisite for noble
men’. The Inns of Court at this time had a
dual function as law training school and
academy for courtiers.

‘To dance cumlie’ was, of course, considered
a necessary accomplishment for a gentleman.
It was thought good for honest recreation and
conducive to graceful deportment, and it was
considered a suitable pastime for students
who ‘after their diligent study may rejoice
somewhat their spirits honestly in eschewing
of idleness the portresse of vices’. There are
many contemporary references to dancing at
the Inns, most notably as part of their seasonal
revels, and a group of dances most often
mentioned are The Old Measures or simply
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The Measures. Functional descriptions of The
Measures also appear in a series of
manuscripts spanning a period of some one
hundred years or more. These seem to be
personal memoranda and are ascribed to
authors or owners said to have had
associations with the Inns. Two of them are
well known to us today for quite other
reasons, Elias Ashmole founder of the
Ashmolean Museum in Oxford and John
Stow of ‘Survey of London’ fame. So widely
accepted has been this association that the
manuscripts have come to be known as The
Inns of Court Manuscripts. Despite the
differences in detail between them and the
passage of time, these manuscripts are
remarkable for containing not only what are
obviously the same dances but also the same
dances in what is clearly the same intended
sequence. This familiar collection has been
transcribed, reconstructed, and extensively
described and discussed elsewhere so |
propose only to refer to the relevant features
as | proceed. The dances are, of course:

The Quadrian Pavin, Turkeyloney, The
Earl of Essex Measure, Tinternell, The Old
Almain, The Queens Almain, Madam Cicilia
Almain, and The Black Almain.

Ward

In 1992 Stokes and Brainard published the
first transcription of another manuscript
containing the Old Measures which had been
found in the Somerset Record Office. In their
accompanying commentary they refer to
‘considerable circumstantial evidence’ linking
John Willoughby, whose signature is on the
manuscript, to the Inns of Court. This led
Ward to publish a follow-up article in which
he challenged the strength of the apparent
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associations between the manuscripts and the
Inns and proposed an alternative theory for
the origin of the set of Measures which they
describe. He summarises his theory thus:

‘Eight Elizabethan measures became an
introductory course taught in the dancing
schools of London from the mid-1570s into
the 1630s and possibly later. Towards

the end of the sixteenth century these academic
exercises became ritual measures

performed annually on Allhallows and
Candlemas and intervening Saturdays by
members of the Inns of Court during Solemn
Revels’.

A few subsequent commentators such as
Payne and Ravelhofer have followed suit but
without pursuing the matter. In fairness, of
course, Ward’s article should be read in full
and it is not my purpose here to provide a
detailed critique. Suffice it to say, it is my
view that his theory does not bear close
scrutiny nor am | convinced by the arguments
he puts forward in support of his proposal.
However, to disagree with Ward’s solution to
the conundrum of The Measures is not to
deny either that dancing-masters were
involved or, more crucially, that the supposed
associations between the manuscripts and the
Inns of Court are insufficiently substantial to
put a direct connection beyond reasonable
doubt.

The Manuscripts

The earliest manuscript in the series is a list of
dances bound in a common-place book which
has been variously dated from sometime
before 1566 to sometime after 1572 with a
catalogue date of ¢.1570. The list includes the
set of measures less The Black Almain, at
least under that name, and they are
interspersed with other dances. The book
carries the name of Elinor Gunter. Obviously
Elinor herself was never a student at the Inns
— the first woman to be called to the English
Bar was lvy Williams in 1922 at Inner
Temple after the Sex Discrimination
(Removal) Act of 1919. Most, if not all,
commentators rather ascribe the book to
Elinor’s brother Edward who was admitted to
Lincoln’s Inn in 1563.
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The second manuscript chronologically is the
Willoughby manuscript in the Somerset
Record Office. It details the set of eight
Measures with The Galliarde added at the end
without further description. The list is headed
The Olde Measures and is signed and dated
1594. John Willoughby is not known to have
attended any of the Inns and lived all his long
life as minor gentry in Devon. Moreover, the
links with the London Inns mentioned by
Stokes and Brainard are not only
‘circumstantial’ but also post-date the dance
manuscript by some years.

The next in the series is an untitled and
undated description of the eight Measures on
two pages bound with a miscellaneous
assortment of items ranging in date from 1575
to 1625. Some of this collection, although not
the dance manuscript apparently, is in the
hand of the chronicler John Stow. Stow was
born in 1525 in the parish of St. Michael,
Cornhill and lived in London all his life. He
died in 1605 and was buried in St Andrew’s
Undershaft where his monument may still be
seen. Like his father before him he was a
tailor until he gave up the family business to
concentrate on his antiquarian pursuits. His
Survey of London was written and first
published in 1598. It includes a description of
the Inns under the heading Houses of Students
in the Common Law:

‘But besides all this, there is in and about this
city a whole University, as it were, of students,
practisers or pleaders, and judges of the laws
of this realm, not living of common stipends,
as in other universities it is for the most part
done, but of their own private maintenance, as
being altogether fed either by their places or
practice, or otherwise by their proper revenue,
or exhibition of parents and friends; for that
the younger sort are either gentlemen or the
sons of gentlemen, or of other most wealthy
persons.’

Unless you subscribe to the view that the
Gunter manuscript belonged to Edward rather
than his sister Elinor, the next one is the first
in the series known to have belonged to a
member of an Inn. John Ramsey was admitted
to Middle Temple after Cambridge in March
1606 at the age of twenty-six, information he
provides us with himself. He kept a common-
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place book containing a ‘miscellaneous
collection of notes, essays, translations etc’
between about 1596 and 1633. The dance list
is headed ‘Practice for Dauncynge’ and
begins with ‘The ould Measures’ continuing
with a substantial selection of other dances
from ‘Robertoes Galliard’ t0 ‘The French
Brawles’.

Curiously, it may be associated with a plan of
education set out around 1607 for a future son
who was to learn dancing, playing the lute
and singing to it, reading Greek and speaking
Latin all between the ages of seven and ten.
This, however, appears on a later folio while
the entries immediately surrounding the dance
instructions are lists of favourite music. While
those coming after the dances date from
around the turn of the century, the
immediately preceding item is Ramsey’s
choice from a set of madrigals published in
1609 so his ‘Practice for Dauncynge’ may
also date from around this time.

‘Elias Ashmole, his paper’ is ‘A copey of the
oulde measures’ Which he says he was taught
by Rowland Osborne. The manuscript is
bound in a collection of Ashmole’s
miscellaneous papers of various dates which
also includes two corantoes with diagrams.
The manuscript is supposed to have been
written when Ashmole was a boy and so is
dated to around 1630 or so. At this time he
was still living at home with his parents in
Lichfield where he was born in 1617. He left
for London in 1633 and he was eventually
admitted to Middle Temple as a special
member but not until some forty years later.

The last two in the series of manuscripts are
closely allied as both are associated with
Butler Buggins who was a Master of the
Revels at the Inner Temple in the 1670s. The
first of them survives in a miscellaneous
collection of Inner Temple records and is
headed ‘The Measures as they are Danced in
the Inner Temple Hall’. They are described in
the usual order and conclude with the Sinke a
pace which is followed by this comment:

“This is as plaine as I can Express it & with
the Musick may be easily understood and
practiced. B.B.’
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The second of the two might just be Butler
Buggins’ attempt to provide that music as the
choreographies have music staves drawn
above them but, regrettably, they remain
tantalisingly blank. However, at the end of the
collection of songs containing the manuscript
is music for three of the Old Measures
together with two others noted by Buggins in
his descriptions, The House Measure and the
Argulius Measure ‘to be danct about the
Middle of the Measures’.

A Suggested Solution

So it is only the last two manuscripts which
make explicit a direct link between the set of
measures, the manuscript and a member of
one of the Inns of Court (plus, as it happens,
another named dancing-master, Robert
Holeman). Of the other five, three of the
writers or owners — Elinor Gunter, John
Willoughby, John Stow — were never
members of an Inn and of the two who were,
Elias Ashmole was admitted considerably
after the supposed date of his manuscript, and
as for the music-loving John Ramsey, well, he
might just have been keen on dancing too.
And yet we know that The Old Measures
were danced at the Inns so is there anything
else which might link a young woman, a
young man from the West Country, a London
tailor with antiquarian interests, a music-
loving Cambridge graduate, and a lad from
Lichfield with a Master of the Revels and the
Inns over a span of some one hundred years
or more?

I would like to suggest a solution which is,
perhaps, implicit in the accepted view of a
general association but which has not, to the
best of my knowledge, been previously
proposed or discussed, and that is that even
those who were not themselves members at
the time nevertheless attended an occasion at
one of the Inns as an invited guest. Now
clearly we can’t just assume that they
happened to find themselves in town, dance
notes to hand, and decided to gate-crash a
party for want of something better to do, not
that gate-crashing was entirely unknown as
we shall see. In each case there must have
been a sufficiently plausible channel through
which such an invitation might have been
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received and this means looking again at the
possible  connections  between  these
individuals and the Inns. Whether it is also
possible to ascertain, in the absence of handy
guest-lists, which event each might have
attended is another matter although we
already know, of course, that it would have
been one which required participation in
dancing The Old Measures.

The Manuscripts Again

Gunter

Elinor Gunter would, of course, have
accompanied her brother Edward. The view is
sometimes expressed that women, apart from
carefully controlled domestic staff, were not
allowed in the Inns and the following edict
issued at Middle Temple is often quoted in
support of this argument:

‘In the presenting and performance of revels,
no gentleman of the House shall make use of
the gallery over the screen, or bring down any
lady or gentlewoman to see their ordinary
revels, or dance with them in the Hall in the
absence of the Bench’.

However, this makes clear that the
prohibition, or attempted prohibition, applied
only to ordinary revels when the Bench was
not present. The presence of the Bench would
have signified an official occasion when it
was the norm for women to be among the
guests. On ‘Banquetting Nights’ for example:

‘It is proper to the Butler’s office to give
warning to every House of Court of this
banquet, to the end that they, and the Inns of
Chancery, be invited thereto to see a play and
masque. The House is to be furnished with
scaffolds to sit on, for ladies to behold the
sports, on each side. Which ended, the ladies
are to be brought into the Library unto the
banquet there; and a table is to be furnished
with all banqueting dishes for the Lord
Chancellor in the Hall, where he is to call to
him the Ancients of other Houses, as many as
may be on the one side of the table. The
banguet is to be served in by the gentlemen of
the House’.

48

Interestingly, this suggests that the ladies and
gentlemen guests partook of the banquet
separately but there is no suggestion they
were kept apart for whatever ‘sport’ was
‘deviseyd for passing away the rest of the
night’. They would certainly have joined in
any dancing that was called for and at the
famous Gray’s Inn Revels, following the
“Throngs and Tumults’ of the earlier part of
the evening, of which more later:

‘... it was thought good not to offer any thing
of Account, saving Dancing and Revelling
with Gentlewomen;’

Having been admitted in 1563, Edward was
called to the Bar in 1574 and in 1579 was
made Steward of the Reader’s Dinner. This is
clearly a sufficiently long period for there to
have been a number of special occasions or
events to which he might have taken Elinor
although Lincoln’s Inn for some reason did
not hold major Christmas Revels at least
during the earlier part of this time, ‘No grand
Christmas’ being frequently recorded. This
did not preclude revels on the principal Feast
Days, in particular Allhallows and Candlemas
which were the traditional beginning and
ending to the Christmas festivities, but it is
the inclusion of additional dances which are
likely to give the best clue to the occasion and
in particular two with the name Cycyllia in
the title as well as that belonging to the
regular set and one called The nyne Muses
which sounds intriguingly like a masque
dance.

Willoughby

John Willoughby’s opportunity to experience
a seasonal revel may have come from a

contact not mentioned by Stokes and
Brainard, one Henry Ashford, a fellow
Devonian, who maintained a long

correspondence with his ‘friend and cousin’
although I have yet to ascertain whether they
were actually distant kinsmen, possibly by
marriage. Certainly the association was
lifelong and when momentous events finally
caught up with them and Willoughby was
involved in a special muster of his local
trained band his Lt. Colonel was Ashford who
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promised to assist him ‘in these affairs’.
Ashford was a J.P. for twenty years which
Willoughby was also reluctantly to become,
and selected Sheriff of Devon in 1632 but this
was all way in the future when, as a young
man of about eighteen to Willoughby’s
twenty-three, he was admitted to Middle
Temple —in 1594,

However, the big event that year was not at
Middle Temple but at Gray’s Inn of which a
remarkable record survives. This was the
extraordinarily  elaborate  Revel  which
included the famous ‘Night of Confusion and
Errors’ when a ‘notable Performance’ was to
be presented but could not take place due to
the crush of spectators crowding the stage:

‘... there arose such a disordered Tumult and
Crowd upon the Stage, that there was no
opportunity to effect that which was intended:
There came so great a number of worshipful
Personages upon the Stage, that might not be
displaced; and Gentlewomen, whose Sex did
privilege them from Violence, that when the
Prince and his Officers had in vain, a good
while, expected and endeavoured a
Reformation, at length there was no hope of
Redress for that present’.

The Ambassador and his retinue from
Templaria departed in high dudgeon and the
remaining company had to make do with
dancing with the ladies and a Comedy of
Errors presented by the Players. There ensued
a mock-trial when even the Guard and Porters
were taxed with suffering ‘so many
disordered Persons to enter in at the Court-
Gates’.  Accusations levelled by the
prosecution included foisting ‘a Company of
base and Common Fellows, to make up our
Disorders with a Night of Errors and
Confusions’, organising ‘Scaffolds to be
reared to the top of the House, to increase
Expectation’ and causing ‘divers Ladies and
Gentlewomen, and others of good Condition,
to be invited to our Sports’. Certainly a large
number of visitors from outside were
expected to attend from early on in the
proceedings so that plans were made for
additional ‘divers grand Nights, for the
Entertainment of Strangers to our Pass-times
and Sports’. No doubt many of these

49

‘Strangers’ were from the other Inns who, as
we have seen from the preparations for
‘Banquetting Nights’ quoted earlier, were
known to be invited. Maybe Henry Ashford,
keeping his first Christmas commons,
together with his friend from back home in
Devon, were among those ‘Strangers’ and
maybe, just maybe, they saw the play that
disordered night, the one called A Comedy of
Errors. Certainly John Willoughby was
recorded many years later as having works by
one William Shakespeare on his library
shelves at Payhembury.

Revels

We do know that, unless he received special
dispensation, Henry Ashford must have been
in town that Christmas: one fact not often
mentioned in discussions about the seasonal
revels at the Inns is that, strange as it may
seem to us, keeping the Christmas vacation
was actually compulsory for students for the
first two or three years following admission
on pain of a fine or expulsion from commons.
A vacation to us means a holiday, a break
from work, but the vacations at the early
modern Inns of Court were learning vacations
when the training exercises took place outside
the legal terms when the law-courts were in
session. It seems that the Christmas vacation,
at least originally, provided the main
opportunity for ‘learning the young gentlemen
to do service’, not that all the young
gentlemen saw it that way: the Revels seem to
have been an extraordinary mixture of the
extremely erudite and the downright riotous!
Not all Christmases were designated ‘Grand’
and might be abandoned for reasons such as
the presence of plague or excessive cost for
example. Once the governing body of the Inn
had decided that a ‘Grand Christmas’ should
be held then the task of organisation began
with the nomination of numerous Officers
from the Masters of the Revels to the Clerks
of the Kitchen, perhaps my particular
favourite being the ‘Clerk of the Sauce Tub’.
Absence or refusal to serve might be punished
with a fine unless leave was sought and
granted. In 1641 the diarist John Evelyn
found himself in this position:
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December 15, | was elected one of the
Comptrollers of the Middle-Temple-Revellers,
as the fashion of the Young Students &
Gentlemen was; the Christmas being kept this
Yeare with greate Solemnity; but being
desirous to passe it in the Country, I got leave
to resign my Staffe of Office, and went with
my Bro: Richard to Wotton’.

He was back on 29 January ‘where I stay’d
till 5 March following, studying a little; but
dauncing and fooling more’. Feasts and
dancing, orations and ceremonies, plays and
masques, all needed to be organised — and
paid for which usually included imposing a
levy on the students so it’s not surprising the
Inns decided they could not afford such lavish
entertainments every year. Sometimes, as at
Gray’s Inn in 1594 and as happened on seven
occasions between 1561 and 1641, a Prince
would be chosen for the season and set up
with Officers and Attendants, horses and
equipage, heralds and devices, in short, all the
panoply of the Royal Court of which it was a
semblance.

Stow

But to return to the manuscripts; John Stow
certainly had more extensive contact with the
Inns than has been recognised through a
group usually referred to as the Elizabethan
Society of Antiquaries. This was a forerunner
of the current Society and consisted largely of
members of the Inns together with a number
of Heralds — genealogy was a common focus
of interest. Stow was actually the odd one out
in this company being neither Innsman nor
Herald nor, in the technical sense, a
Gentleman. He was listed as a member in
1590 by Francis Tate of Middle Temple who
is generally considered to be the founding
secretary of the Society and some of whose
papers are in Stow collections. When Stow
published his Survey of London he appended
the Latin text of a twelfth-century account of
London by one of his sources William
Fitzstephen:

“The said author being rare, as to my
knowledge not extant out of mine own
custody, | have in this place thought good by
impression to impart the same to my loving
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friends, the learned Antiquaries, as the author
wrote it in the Latin tongue’.

Whether Stow’s list of the dances came to
him complete with an invitation to a Revel or
whether it even post-dates his death as has
been suggested, there is no reason to suppose
that this copy of The Old Measures did not
emanate directly from the Inns through that
learned Society of which he, too, had been a
member.

Ashmole

When Elias Ashmole, at just sixteen, left
Lichfield for London in 1633 it was to join
the household of James Pagitt, a Baron of the
Exchequer. Pagitt was the second husband of
Ashmole’s aunt on his mother’s side and the
family had already taken an interest in his
education through the good offices of Pagitt’s
second son Thomas. To him Ashmole
acknowledged a debt of gratitude as being
‘the direct instrument of my future
preferment’. He was encouraged to spend
time at music school and become a chorister
at Lichfield Cathedral ‘because he (that is
James Pagitt) and his sons were greatly
affected to music, and very well skilled
therein’. By being taken in to the Pagitt
household Ashmole was following the
alternative route to a legal career essentially
by serving a law apprenticeship. Barristers
would often take a distant kinsman straight
from school to learn the business of the law
by functioning as their clerks. In due course,
Ashmole started as a solicitor in Chancery in
1638. Meanwhile, living in such a musical
household, it seems more than likely that the
Pagitts would also have encouraged him to
take dancing lessons and make particular note
of the dances he would need to participate in
the seasonal revels of the Inns. And it was
Pagitt’s first son, Thomas’s brother, Justinian
Pagitt, admitted to Middle Temple in 1628,
who noted a few reminders on dancing, in
1633:

‘1. ffollow yr dauncing hard till you have got a
habit of dauncing neately.
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2. Care not to daunce loftily, as to cary yr.
body sweetly & smoothly away with a
gracefull comportment.

3. In some places hanging steps are very
gracefull & will give you much ease & time to
breath.

4. Write the marks for the stepps in every
daunce under the notes of the tune, as the
words are in songs’.

‘Ancientry’

If you go into Middle Temple Hall today you
may see a piece of furniture called the
Ancients’ Table. This was not a space set
aside for the most elderly and infirm but was
for the most senior Benchers who were
known as ‘the Ancients’. Apparently, it is still
used by the eight most senior barristers
present at dining in hall who also enjoy the
privilege of a free glass of port! The term
does seem to have varied slightly between the
Inns sometimes meaning those who had been
granted honorary rather than practising
membership of the Bench but, as we have
already seen, it was a description commonly
used and clearly understood at the time
always with connotations of seniority and
importance. When it came to dancing, the
Ancients may have found capering in a
galliard somewhat beneath their dignity and
best left to the younger sort, but it was they
who led up the measures with all due honour
and ceremony:

‘Then the ancient of the two that hath the
Staffe in his hand standes at the upper end of
the Barre Table, the other with the white rodd
placeth himself at the Cupboard, beinge in the
middle of the Hall opposite to the Judges,
where the Musicke beinge begonne he calleth
twice the Master of the Revells. At the second
call, the ancient with the white staffe in his
hand advanceth forward and begynnes to lead
the measures, followed first by the Barristers
then gentlemen under the Barre all according
to their severall antiquities and when one
measure is ended the Reader at the Cupboard
calls for another and so in order. Theis
measures were wont to be truly danced, it
beinge accounted a shame for an Innes of
Court man not to have learned to dance,
especially the measures, but nowe their
dancing is tourned to bare walking’,

William Shakespeare certainly knew his
dances and had undoubtedly ‘canaried it with
his feet’. (In fact, since a mere glover’s son
from a provincial market town could not
possibly have known about dancing, I'm
surprised it hasn’t yet been suggested that
only a dancing-master could have written the
plays — you heard it here first!!l) It is
Shakespeare who, in the words of Beatrice in
Much Ado About Nothing, likens the wedding
to a ‘mannerly modest’ measure ‘full of State
and Ancientry’: ceremonial, old and of noble
lineage, of course, but as he well knew too, as
did a certain section of his audience at the
Globe, only at the Inns of Court just across
the river were the Measures literally ‘full of
Ancientry’.

Occam’s Razor

‘If you hear hooves, think horses not zebras’.

This delightful definition neatly encapsulates
the rule of Occam’s Razor. William of
Ockham was a fourteenth-century religious
and philosopher who gave his name to a
principle with scientific and mathematical
applications. In ordinary usage it suggests that
the simplest explanation which introduces the
least number of extraneous factors and which
fits all the known facts is probably the correct
one. | would maintain that the links between
the manuscripts and the Inns of Court are
closer than has been recognised by recent
commentators and support the view that The
Old Measures evolved as part of the rich
dance tradition at the Inns. | would turn
Ward’s theory inside-out and say not that the
London  dancing-masters  devised an
introductory course which was adopted by the
Inns but that the dancing-masters had to
include in their curriculum certain dances
which were required learning by many of
their clients, the Innsmen, for whom ‘it was
accounted a shame...not to have learned to
dance, especially the measures’.
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Conclusion

But does it actually matter whether we know
where The Old Measures originated? We
have the choreographies, they certainly

provide us with excellent introductory
material for our classes and a ready source of
original dances for wuse in historical

recreations and period performances. Thanks
to Elinor Gunter and John Willoughby, Elias
Ashmole and John Stow, John Ramsey and
the Master of the Revels, we too can enjoy
dancing My Lord of Essex Measures and The
Old Almain, Tinternell and the Madam
Sicillia Pavin even, on occasion, as | have
been fortunate enough to do, in Middle
Temple Hall or Lincoln’s Inn.

‘A Double forwards and a double back with
the left Legg turne face to face, and sett and
turne with the Left Legg

A Double forward and a double back with the
Right legg turne face to face and sett and
Turne with the right legg...’

‘Leade up all a D. forwards and back, Set and
turn S. That againe...’

The Queen’s Almain and Upon a Summer’s
Day, a measure and a country dance: the close
relationship between the two has long been
recognised, at least by Early Dance historians,
and it seems clear that where The Old
Measures were born so too did the dances of
Playford’s English Dancing Master have their
genesis, there among:

‘The Gentlemen of the Inns of Court,
whose sweet and ayry Activity has crowned
their Grand Solemnities with Admiration to
all Spectators’, in other words not among the
rural folk of countryside villages but among
the elite of a London legal training
establishment.
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