
 

Dancing opportunities on a family stay in 18th century Bath: 

Anstey’s New Bath Guide (1766) as a window into  

Bath’s social dance scene 

Matthew Spring 

Introduction  

Christopher Anstey first published his enormously successful New Bath Guide in 1766 and it 

remained in print until the early 19th century going through over twenty editions.1 It caricatures 

a family stay in Bath in full season in a series of fifteen humorous letters. Dance is referred to 

in most letters and is the principal activity mentioned in several. The family’s arrival, a public 

breakfast, a private ball, and an assembly room ball are all satirised at some length, and all 

involved dancing.  

The guide is effectively a novel in anapaestic verse on modish follies in a series of letters by 

the Barnard family members, mostly addressed to Lady Barnard. Anapaestic verse is ‘a metrical 

foot in a line of a poem that contains three syllables wherein the first two syllables are short 

and unstressed, followed by a third syllable that is long and stressed’.2 Smollet’s Humfrey 

Clinker (1771) also involves a protracted visit to Bath that is almost a prose rendering of much 

of the New Bath Guide.3  

Eleven of the letters are from Simkin Barnard (who is a somewhat naive country bumpkin) to 

his mother, Lady Barnard; one is by his sister Prudence (who dallies with Methodism) to Lady 

Barnard; and three by his cousin Jenny. Jenny’s letters are addressed not to Lady Barnard but 

to Lady Elizabeth M. The letters cover a family stay in Bath and the typical social whirl of Bath 

in the 1760s. Such areas of the spa as: the assembly rooms and balls, pumprooms and the cure, 

a gambling hall, the theatre, and sumptuous restaurants and mansions are explored. At the close, 

Simkin mourns that bereft of cash and heavily in debt, the group must abandon the pleasures of 

Bath.’4 In the satire, politics are avoided altogether, something which may have aided the 

work’s immediate and continuing success. There were thirty-five printings between 1766 and 

1830, some with illustrations – including those by John Locker (c.1800), the Rev John Sneyd 

(c.1815), and George Cruikshank (c.1830).5 The Guide is followed by many imitators – such 

as the Tunbridge Epistles (1767), the New Brighthelmstone Directory (1770) and Margate in 

Miniature. Sheridan’s poem The Ridotto of Bath (Bath Oct. 10, 1771) is indebted to Anstey’s 

New Bath Guide – indeed Sheridan’s poem assumes a knowledge of Anstey’s satire.6 Anstey’s  

follow up, An Election Ball, was far less successful. The original New Bath Guide was so widely 

known for decades after its first appearance in 1766, that it established a vogue for the satirical 

 
1 Christopher Anstey, The New Bath Guide, or Memoirs of the B-N-R-D Family (London, 1766).  
2 Literary Devices Editors, ‘Anapest’, LiteraryDevices.net.(2013) https://literarydevices.net/anapest/ (accessed 

May 2022). 
3 Tobias Smollett, Humfrey Clinker (London, 1771). 
4 Anstey, New Bath Guide (London, 1776), p.139.  
5 Locker supplied 17 illustrations to the 1800 edition; Sneyd provided 63 humorous 63 watercolours to illustrate 

the poem; Cruikshank supplied 5 engraved plates to the 1830 edition. 
6 Richard Brinsley Sheridan, ‘The Ridotto of Bath’ in Bath Chronicle, 10 Oct 1771. 



 

anapaestic verse form as a genre for the next fifty years; indeed, the metre was known as 

‘Anstey measure’.7  

Christopher Anstey 

Christopher Anstey came from a well to do family based near Cambridge and his father was a 

gentry clergyman. Educated at Eton and King’s Cambridge, he became a fellow in 1745, though 

he then withdrew from the university without his MA. After successfully marrying and 

inheriting the family estates he led the life of a country squire based at Anstey Hall, 

Trumpington. Anstey was advised to take the waters in Bath in 1760. This he did annually, 

before permanently moving to Bath’s Royal Crescent in 1770. He was a leading figure in Bath 

life and was on the board of Bath’s Hospital. He was involved with several philanthropic 

ventures in and around the town and is buried in St Swithin’s Church in Bath.8 

A brief description of the letters’ content 

Arrival – The Abbey Bells 

The second letter from Simkin to Lady B starts with his ‘reflections on his arrival at Bath’. 

After a journey of 260 miles, they arrive at the ‘The Bear’ (a huge coaching inn in the town 

centre) followed by a visit from the doctor next day. Jenny is immediately pursued by ‘the 

captain’, a professional sponger and womaniser. The next few letters are mainly concerned with 

the doctors and the purges, concoctions, and cures that he prescribes for all the family. 

Strangely, there is no visit from the Master of Ceremonies at this point. In Letter V Simkin 

relates a visit from the City Waits, but he must first pay off the Abbey Bell Ringers.9 This 

indeed was an old tradition going back to the century before and the constant ringing of the 

Abbey bells was much commented on by visitors, and the general annoyance they occasioned. 

Bath was one of the few places with professional bell ringers who are listed in the commercial 

directories of the time. For their services one paid half a guinea or more. 

The City Waits and dancing in preparation 

Next to arrive are the City Waits: 

And music’s a thing I shall truly revere, 

Since the city-musicians so tickled my ear;  

For when we arriv’d here at Bath t’other day, 

They came to our lodgings on purpose to play; 

And I thought it was right, as the music was come, 

To foot it a little in Tabitha’s room; 

For practice makes perfect, as often I’ve read, 

And to heels is of service as well as the head.10 

 
7 Martin S. Day, ‘Anstey and Anapaestic Satire in the Late Eighteenth Century’, Journal of English Literary 

History, Vol. 15 (2) (June 1948), pp.122-146. 
8 Robert James Merrett, ‘Anstey, Christopher’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (21 May 2009), 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/579. 
9 Anstey, Bath Guide, pp.35-6. 
10 Anstey, Bath Guide, pp.37-8. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dictionary_of_National_Biography#Oxford_Dictionary_of_National_Biography
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/579


 

The Waits cause the ire of LORD RINGBONE ‘who lay in the parlour below’ and he sets his 

French servant to get rid of the music: 

But the lodger’s were shocked such a noise we should make,  

And the ladies declar’d that we kept them awake, 

So while they were playing their musical airs, 

And I was dancing the hay round the chairs, 

He roar’d to his Frenchman to kick them down stairs.11 

Simpkin stands his ground against the irate Lord and his servant: 

So I thank’d the musicians, and gave them a guinea, 

Tho’s the ladies and gentlemen call’d me a ninny; 

And I’ll give them another the next time they play, 

For men of good fortune encourage they say, 

All arts and all sciences too in their way.12 

The Waits had been an ad hoc group of five to seven people until Beau Nash arrived in 1706. 

He was unimpressed and wanted a more professional band which gave rise to the Bath Pump 

Room band. The Waits were put on an official footing in 1733 and paid 4 guineas a year by the 

city corporation.13 Isaac Rudmann, a wait in the 1750s, was turned out of his place for insolent 

behaviour. Rudmann was the father of Fanny Murray, a famous 18th century courtesan who is 

the subject of a book by Barbara White (pp. 40-48).14 The Waits were discontinued by the 

Corporation in 1775.15 

The reference to practising dancing around the chairs is instructive as this may have been a 

common practice – and the hire of the waits to lodgings to practise dancing. Clearly the 

overpayment of a full guinea was a big mistake that many new to Bath may have made.  

Assembly Room Ball 

In ‘Letter XI. Mr Simkin Barnard to Lady Barnard at Barnard Hall, North’, Simkin gives his 

mother a ‘Description of the Ball, with an episode on Beau Nash’.  

Nash had been Master of Ceremonies in Bath for 57 years (1704-1761). The post had suffered 

in the years immediately after his death. Anstey discusses Nash and those that followed him:  

Long reign’d the great Nash, this omnipotent Lord, 

Respected by youth, and by parents ador’d; 

For him not enough at a ball to preside, 

Th-unwary and beautiful nymph would be guide; 

Oft tell her a tale, how the credulous maid 

By man, by perfidious man, is betray’d  

 
11 Anstey, Bath Guide, pp.38-9. 
12 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.41. 
13 Transcript of Bath City Council Book no. 5, p.39: ‘Mr Charles Griffith, John Griffith, Charles Gutteridge, 

Thomas Baker elected to the city waits. Agreed that the City Waits now established by this Corporation whose 

business is to attend to this Corporation on all occasions shall have 4 guineas per annum for their trouble. The 

waits had been put on official footing in 1733 and got 4 guineas a year.’  
14 Barbara White, Queen of the Courtesans (The History Press, 2014). 
15 Trevor Fawcett, Bath Entertain’d (Ruton, 1998), p.84. 



 

But alas! He is gone, and the city can tell 

How in years and in glory lamented he fell,  

… The peace to his ashes – our grief be supprest, 

Since we find such a phoenix has sprung from his nest:  

Kind Hea’n has sent us another professor, 

Who follows the steps of his great predecessor.16  

Bath’s Masters of Ceremonies 

Nash was followed as Bath’s Master of Ceremonies by the athletic French dancing master 

Jacques Caulet (Collette) who resigned his post after two years on account of the poor earnings. 

In 1763 Caulet gave way to the diminutive Samuel Derrick (1724-1769) who, like Nash, 

coupled the winter and spring seasons in Bath with the summer as MC at Tunbridge Wells. 

Derrick was a very different character to Nash, an Irish poet, sometime comic actor, and notably 

the author of Harris’s Ladies of Covent Garden. Harris’s Lists was a directory of London 

prostitutes with details of all their specialities. It was successful and regularly updated.17  

Yet the description of the Master of Ceremonies in The New Bath Guide is more like Nash than 

the diminutive Derrick: 

But hark, now they strike the melodious string,  

The vaulted roof echoes, the mansions all ring; 

At the sound of the hautboy the bass and the fiddle, 

Like a holy-hock, noble, majestic, and tall,  

Sir Boreas Blubber first opens the ball: 

Sir Boreas, great in the minuet known,  

Since the day that for dancing his talents were shewn,  

Where the science is practis’d by gentlemen grown.  

For in every science, in ev’ry profession, 

We make the best progress at years of discretion. 

How he puts on his hat, with a smile on his face, 

And delivers his hand with an exquisite grace! 

How genteelly he offers Miss Carrot before us, 

Miss CARROT FITZ-OOZER, a niece of LORD PORUS! 

How numbly he paces, how active and light! 

One never can judge of a man at first sight; 

But as near as I guess from the size of has calf, 

He may weigh twenty-three stone and a half. 

Now why should I mention a hundred or more, 

Who went the same circle as others before, 

To a tune that they play’d us a hundred times o’er?18 

Bath as a dance teaching place 

The next passage is about Bath’s role in studying dance via the reference to the education of 

Master Marmoset, who compared to ‘Bob Jerom, old Chrysostom’s son’, a young dandy parson 

 
16 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.100.  
17 https://thebathmagazine.co.uk/let-me-entertain-you/ 
18 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.101. 



 

with ‘two good livings’. Bob is sad about his coat being black and not red and dashed with gold 

like the dashing captain. 

Not so Master Marmozet, sweet little boy, 

Mrs DANGLECUB’s hopes, her delight and her joy: 

His pigeon-wing’d head was not drest quite so soon, 

For it took up a barber the whole afternoon; 

His jacket’s well lac’d, and the ladies protest 

Master MARMOZET dances as well as the rest.19  

Master Marmozet’s mother has withdrawn him from Eton where he was flogged. Instead, she 

brought him to Bath where the boy can concentrate on music and dance.  

Yet some think the boy would be better at school; 

But I hear MRS. DANGLECUB’s not such a fool 

To send a poor thing with a spirit so meek, 

To be flogg’d by a tyrant for Latin and Greek; 

For why should a child of distinction and fashion 

Lay a heap of such silly nonsensical trash in? 

She wonders that parents to Eton should send 

Five hundred great boobies their manners to mend, 

When the master that left it (tho’ no one objects 

To his care of the boys in all other respects) 

Was extremely remiss, for a sensible man, 

In never contriving soe elegant plan 

For improving their persons, and shewing them how 

To hold up their heads, and to make a good bow,  

When they’ve got such charming long room for a ball, 

Where the scholars might practise, and masters and all: 

But, what is much worse, what no parent would choose, 

He burnt all their ruffles, and cut off their queues: 

So he quitted the school with the utmost disgrace, 

And just such another’s come into his place. 

She says that her son will his fortune advance, 

By learning so early to fiddle and dance; 

So she brings him to Bath, which I think is quite right, 

For they do nothing else here from morning till night; 

And this is a lesson all parents should know, 

To train up a child in the way he should go: 

For, as SOLOMON says, you may safely uphold, 

He ne’er will depart from the same when he’s old.20 

 
19 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.102. 
20 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.104.  



 

Indeed, Bath had several dance academies, in addition to schools where dance was taught both 

for girls and boys.21 In 1784 there were five advertising dance academies or schools; among the 

elite schools were The Belvedere School (run by the Lee sisters) and Mrs Pullene’s boarding 

school in Trim Street. An advertisement for October 1779 has the following: ‘Mr & Miss 

Fleming having lately been at Paris for the further improvement of their Pupils, beg leave to 

inform their Friends, and the Public, that they instruct those who please to favour them with 

their commands, in the Minuet, Cotillons, Allemand, etc, after the true modern French taste. 

Mr and Mrs Fleming wait upon Ladies at their own Lodgings; attend at Mrs Pulleine's boarding 

school in Trim Street, Rev Mr Hele's grammar school in Broad St Bath & likewise teach at their 

own house in John St near the Square’.22  

Spring Gardens Public Breakfast with Dancing 

Letter XIII relates the antics of a public breakfast: 

In 1766 the Reverend John Penrose, a west country clergyman who frequented Bath for the 

cure and society entertainments, crossed the river for a Spring Gardens’ public breakfast with 

dancing that continued until 2 p.m. 

We ... were ferried across the Avon from the Orange Grove. Spring Gardens lies along the 

opposite side of the River. The Passage Boat would hold thirty people, covered over the Head 

and Sides .... The Gardens are a most delightful Spot, laid out with Gravel Walks, some straight, 

other serpentine, with a fine Canal in one Place, and a fine Pond in another, with the greatest 

Variety of Shrubs. In these Gardens is a large handsome Building, wherein is a Breakfast Room 

capacious enough to hold many sets of Company, having six windows in the side (so you see it 

must be long) and proportionally wide.23  

The Spring Gardens was only accessible by ferry until Pulteney Bridge was completed in 1774. 

Indeed, the ferry ride was part of the experience (Purdie also held rights in the ferryboat 

service). Normal admission to the gardens was 6d. (or 2s. 6d. for a season ticket) and 

subscribers were provided with copper or silver discs by way of a ticket. This compares with 

the normal charge of 1s. for London’s New Spring Gardens (Vauxhall); however, Bath’s garden 

breakfasts with music on Mondays and Thursdays cost more at 1s. 6d. Penrose’s diary account 

of a breakfast party in Spring Gardens is closely corroborated in Christopher Anstey’s satire. 

Here, Lord Ragamuffin on meeting the Barnard family, invites them to his private breakfast 

party at Spring Gardens. He suggests to Simkim Barnard:  

It would greatly our pleasure promote,  

If we all for Spring-Gardens set out in a boat.24 

Later, at the breakfast table:  

The company made a most brilliant appearance,  

And ate bread and butter with great perseverance;  

All the chocolate too, that my Lord set before ‘em,  

The ladies dispatched with utmost decorum, 

 
21 Trevor Fawcett, ‘Dance and Teachers of Dance in Eighteenth Century Bath’, Bath Journal, Vol.2 (1992), 

p.38. 
22 Bath Chronicle, 4 October 1770, no. 1027, p.3/b. 
23  John Penrose, Letters from Bath, 1766-1767, ed. By B. Mitchell and H. Penrose (Gloucester, 1983), p.70.  
24 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.120. 



 

Soft musical numbers were heard all around, 

The horns and the clarions echoing sound: 

Sweet were the strains, as od’rous gales that blow 

O’er fragrant banks, where pinks and roses grow.25 

The younger company of Lord Ragamuffin’s Spring Gardens breakfast party then proceed to 

dancing, after much gossipy conversation, again with reference to ‘horns tickling the ear’ during 

the meal. Then a ‘prodigious great throng’ arrives to swell the company, some of whom leave 

but other stay: 

Some few insignificant folk went away,  

Just to follow th’employments and calls of the day: 

But those who knew better their time how to spend,  

The fiddling and dancing all chose to attend. 

Miss Clunch and Sir Toby perform’d a Cotillon, 

Just the same as our Susan and Bob the postillion;  

All the while her mamma was expressing her joy,  

That her daughter the morning so well could employ.26  

Here we have horns and clarinets playing outside in the gardens while the breakfast is eaten, 

followed later by violins to play for the dancing. Servants are dancing as well as the young 

gentry. Numerous advertisements between the 1760s and the early 1790s indicate that horns 

and clarinets were often used to play music in Spring Gardens for public and private breakfasts, 

though they might also be a feature of indoor breakfasts.27  

William Herschel introduced more formal outdoor concerts to Spring Gardens in 1767 when he 

arrived at Bath. As a family of German military musicians, the Herschels were all familiar with 

wind instruments and outdoor music. Moreover, William had already experimented with garden 

concerts in Newcastle before coming to Bath. Bath maps show that the Spring Gardens’ size 

and layout changed considerably over the years but by 1778 the gardens were probably at their 

most formal in their layout. During the 1770s there was considerable competition between the 

Spring Gardens and the Villa Gardens. The latter had elaborate musical events organised by 

Benjamin Milgrove, a musician friend of Herschel and the first organist of The Countess of 

Huntington’s Chapel.28 The poem’s mention of impromptu dancing is of significance as almost 

any gathering of musicians seems to have allowed for dancing after the event. Concerts, 

pleasure gardens, musical entertainments and breakfasts with music were all gatherings that 

could turn into dancing as indicated in a great many advertisements.  

 

 

 
25 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.122. 
26 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.127. 
27 Bath Chronicle, 24 May 1780, no. 1023, p.3/c: ‘The Band of Clarionets and Horns most respectfully inform the 

Nobility, Gentry and public in general, that their Annual BREAKFAST CONCERT, of Vocal and Instrumental 

MUSIC, which used to be at the Spring-Gardens, will this year (by particular desire of several Ladies and 

Gentlemen) be at Mr Gyde’s Garden, Walks and Rooms, tomorrow the 25th.’ 
28 Matthew Spring, ‘The provision of music in Bath’s pleasure gardens and walks, and the development of ‘Grand 

Gala Concerts’, a combination of pleasures ‘after the manner of Vauxhall’, Bath History Journal, Vol. XV (2019), 

p.84.  



 

A Private Ball 

Jenny Windsor, cousin to Simpkin and niece of Lady Barnard, conducts a flirtations affair 

around the city with ‘the captain’ (CORMORANT) whom she calls her Romeo.29 He takes her 

to various places; the pump rooms’ breakfast, painter’s rooms, and to Gill’s pastry rooms.  

In Letter IX she is enticed to a private ball. He says:  

Lovely nymph, at your command, 

I have something in my hand, 

Which I hope you’ll not refuse; 

’Twill us both at night amuse: 

What tho’ Lady WHISKER crave it, 

And Miss BADGER longs to have it, 

’Tis, by Jupiter I swear, 

’Tis for you alone, my dear: 

See this ticket, gentle maid, 

At your feet an off’ring laid; 

Thee the loves and graves call 

To a little private ball.30  

The captain has forsworn gaming that night to take Jenny out.  

And to play I bid adieu, 

Hazard, lansquenet, and loo, 

Fairest nymph, to dance with you.- 

I with joy accept his ticket, 

And upon my bosom stick it: 

Well I know how ROMEO dances, 

With what air he first advances, 

With what grace his gloves he draws on, 

Claps and calls up Nancy Dawson; 

Me thro’ ev’ry dance conducting, 

And the music oft instructing,  

See him tap, the time to shew, 

With his light fantastic toe; 

Skill’d in ev’ry art to please, 

From the fan to waft the breeze 

Or his bottle to produce, 

Fill’d with pungent Eau de Luce.- 

Wonder not, my friend, I go 

To the ball with ROMEO.31  

The reference to ‘Nancy Dawson’ is instructive. It was a popular song that also circulated as a 

country dance both in Britain and America.32 Could the captain be based on the infamous 

 
29 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.71. 
30 Anstey, Bath Guide, p.77. 
31 Anstey, Bath Guide, pp.78-9. 
32 William Chappell in Popular Music of Olden Times published in London c. 1855 stated that ‘Nancy Dawson’ 

was printed in many collections as a country dance. As an example, he cites a French collection of ca. 1785 in 

which the tune appeared as a dance with a different title, the ‘Sixieme Anglaise de la Reine’. In America the tune 

‘Nancy Dawson’ appeared in several manuscripts including Giles Gibbs’ Book for the Fife made in East Windsor, 



 

Captain Thomas Matthews? Captain Matthews moved to Bath around the mid-1760s and 

pursued the young Elizabeth Linley, leading to the famous duel with the 20-year-old Richard 

Brinsley Sheridan in 1772. 

Conclusion 

There are many passing references to dance and dancing in other chapters and the idea that 

music and dance were beneficial for wellbeing – for those that were able - and especially for 

the young, is ever present. Anstey’s New Bath Guide was so well known in its time and for the 

first decades of the nineteenth century that its importance should not be overlooked. One 

conclusion that we can draw from it, and that is confirmed by advertisements, is that most non-

religious events, where there were musicians present, could become opportunities for social 

dancing if desired by the company.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Ellington Parish, Connecticut, in 1777. Clement Weeks copied ‘Nancy Dawson’ into his collection of country 

dances in 1783.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


