The Education to be derived
from dancing in the eighteenth century.
Anne Cottis

Introduction

The starting point for this article is my reading of
the Everyman edition of Lord Chesterfield’s letters
published in 1929. These letters were written by Lord
Chesterfield to his illegitimate son, Philip Stanhope; the
first is dated July 24th 1739 and the last December 27th
1765. The edition to which I refer contains other letters,
some of which Lord Chesterfield wrote to his godson
between 1765 and 1773. Chesterfield was born in 1694 and
died in 1773. His motive for writing the letters was
primarily educational:

I have pleasure in writing to you; and you may
possibly have some profit in reading which I write...!

and:

At this particular period of your life, and at the place
you are now in, you have only little things to do; and
you should make it habitual to do them well, that they
may require no attention from you when you have, as
I hope you will have, greater things to mind. Make a
good handwriting familiar to you now, that you may
hereafter have nothing but your matter to think of,
when you have occasion to write to kings and
ministers. Dance, dress, and present yourself habi-
tually well now, that you may have none of those little
things to think of hereafter, and which will be all
necessary to be done well occasionally, when you will
have greater things to do.?

This illegitimate son, Philip Stanhope, was born to Mlle
du Bouchet in 1732 whilst Chesterfield was British
Ambassador at the Hague, and the letters included in the
Everyman edition were originally written when Philip was
between the ages of six and thirty three. Chesterfield
organised various tutors for his son and arranged his grand
tour abroad — a normal practice for the education of a
gentleman’s son at that time. The letters aim to reinforce
this direct learning experience and supplement both the
formal and informal situations of his daily life; his ultimate
hope was that his son would be able to make an early and
positive beginning in his intended career in the diplomatic
service despite the stigma of illegitimacy.

Observation and reflection are seen by Lord Chesterfield
to be tools in the educative process when he writes:

From your own observation, reflect what a dis-
agreeable impression an awkward address, a slovenly
figure, an ungraceful manner of speaking whether
stuttering, muttering, monotony, or drawling, an
unattentive behaviour, etc., make upon you, at first
sight, in a stranger, and how they prejudice you
against him, though, for aught you know, he may
have great intrinsic sense and merit. And reflect, on
the other hand, how much the opposites of all these
things prepossess you, at first sight, in favour of those
who enjoy them. You wish to find all good qualities in
them, and are in some degree disappointed if you do
not. A thousand little things, not separately to be
defined, conspire to form these Graces, this ‘je ne
scais quoi’ that always pleases. A pretty person,
genteel motions, a proper degree of dress, an
harmonious voice, something open and cheerful in
the countenance, but without laughing; a distinct and
properly varied manner of speaking: all these things,
and many others, are necessary ingredients in the
composition of the pleasing ‘je ne sgais quoi’, which
everybody feels, though nobody can describe. Ob-
serve carefully, then, what displeases or pleases you
in others and be persuaded, that, in general, the same
thing will please or displease them in you.””?

Chesterfield’s son seems to have been blessed with a
physical gaucheness and a shyness of manner in the best
circles, which his father was frequently at pains to
improve. I suspect that most of today’s parents and
teachers find themselves using repetition in the education
of their young and Chesterfield is no exception, particu-
larly in the matter of his son’s awkward manner. How
many of us also use the phrase ‘whatever is worth doing is
worth doing well’?

In truth, whatever is worth doing at all is worth doing
well; and nothing can be done well without attention:
I therefore carry the necessity of attention down to
the lowest thing, even to dancing and dress. Custom
has made dancing sometimes necessary for a young
man; therefore mind it while you learn it, that you
may learn to do it well, and not be ridiculous, though
in a ridiculous act.””*

This opinion of dancing is not the most helpful one for the
student of eighteenth century dance, so I have sought to
reinforce my article with material from other eighteenth
century sources. I make no apologies for including many,
sometimes lengthy, quotations because it is that which
gives the flavour of the period. I hope also to persuade you
to seek out a copy of the Letters because there is much
there which is sound common sense and still has relevance
today.

I have grouped the material from the Letters under a
variety of sub-headings, rather than pursue them chrono-
logically, but have been unable to avoid some overlap.

Bodily Carriage

I have already mentioned Chesterfield’s low opinion of
dancing but there are several instances where he recog-
nises the importance of a genteel carriage in the education
of a gentleman — perhaps his use of the phrase ‘les
bienséances’ or, loosely translated, a seemly deportment,
gives a clue to its importance. Two of the major dance
texts, by Pierre Rameau in 1725% and Kellom Tomlinson
in 1735%, devote several chapters to such subjects as
‘Holding the Body’, ‘Of Standing’, ‘Of Walking’, ‘Of the
manner of Behaving Genteely at Formal Balls’, etc. In the
following extracts from one letter Chesterfield’s son is
only about sixteen years old:

Next to be graceful speaking, a genteel carriage and a
graceful manner of presenting yourself are extremely
necessary, for they are extremely engaging; and
carelessness in these points is much more unpardon-
able in a young fellow than affectation. It shows an
offensive indifference about pleasing. I am told by
one here, who has seen you lately, that you are
awkward in your motions, and negligent of your
person: I am sorry for both; and so will you, when it
will be too late, if you continue so some time longer.
Awkwardness of carriage is very alienating; and a
total negligence of dress and air is an impertinent
insult upon custom and fashion...

Women have great influence as to a man’s fashionable
character; and an awkward man will never have their
votes... You should therefore give some attention to
your dress, and to the gracefulness of your motions. I
believe, indeed, that you have no perfect model for
either, at Leipsig, to form yourself upon; but,
however, do not get a habit of neglecting either: and
attend properly to both when you go to Courts, where
they are very necessary, and where you will have good
masters and good models for both. Your exercises of

Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society

13



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



Historical Dance Volume 2 Number 3, 1983. Copyright © 1983 Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society



