—The Development of French Basse Danse —
D. R. Wilson

The main lines of the development of French basse danse
were laid down more than twenty years ago by Daniel
Heartz in a fundamental paper in Annales Musi-
cologiques (Heariz 1964). Despite his informative
appendixes, and the collation of all 15th-century docu-
mentary sources by Frederick Crane (/968), it has
remained difficult to gain an adequate impression of the
character of the dances in any one source, and this has
hampered appreciation of the stages whereby the overall
development proceeded. A recent paper (Wilson 1983)
attempted to overcome this difficulty by presenting a
frequency table of mesures for a particular manuscript,
together with other statistics chosen to shed light on its
character. Amongst other things this showed up a major
discrepancy between the theoretical account of basse
danse forms given in the treatise at the start of the
manuscript and the actual dances contained in the
collection which followed.

The success of this method of analysis has encouraged its
application to the remaining sources for the French style
of basse danse, to allow detailed comparison of their
contents and the identification of differences between
them. Nine sources are reviewed here, including two from
England and one from Italy; but Spanish sources are
excluded, and so are the basse danze of Domenico and
his school.

NB The standard abbreviations for basse danse steps are
as follows:

R = reverence; b = branle; s = single (simple); d =
double; r = reprise (desmarche). (The distinction
between R and r is often ignored by the original
sources, however.)

The Sources

1. Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, fonds francais
5699 (cited below as Paris 5699).

See Sachs (1937), 313-14; Crane (1968), 21-3.

The steps of 7 dances are noted on the reverse of the first
flyleaf of a copy of the Geste des nobles frangois
belonging to Jean d’Orléans, Comte d’Angouléme. It is
plausibly conjectured that he made these notesat Nancy in
1445.

Only one of the dances is a basse danse in the accepted
sense, having no leaps and being organised in mesures
that are recognisably similar to those in later basses
danses. This is the Basse dance de Bourgogne:

sss ddddd sss (all to the right) rrr b
SSS d sss (all to the right) rrr b

Compared with later basses danses this has two peculi-
arities: the singles come in groups of three instead of two,
and those that follow the doubles are made to the side.

2. Bruxelles, Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique, MS
9085 (cited below as Brussels 9085).

See Closson (1912); Fackman (1964); Crane (1968); 3-12.

A collection of 58 dances, with music, is preceded by a
treatise describing how basses danses should be danced.
In 1523 the manuscript was in the library of Marguerite of
Austria, regent of the Netherlands. Itis a careful page-by-
page copy, no longer complete, of a lost original, from
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which the collection printed by Toulouze (No. 3 below) is
also derived. The lost original must be dated between
c. 1445 and 1496; this copy has most recently been
assigned to c. 1470 (Crane 1968) and to the period
1495-1501 (Heartz 1964).

The collection comprises (a) 52 dances with tunes noted in
even breves, for one of which no steps are given; (b) 4
dances with tunes in mensural notation, one of which
appears not to be really a basse danse; and (c) two dances
in mixed notation, in which a section in pas de Breban is
followed by a basse danse done to a tune in even breves.

The 51 conventional basses danses were analysed in a
previous paper (Wilson 1983) and the figures presented
there will not now be repeated. A comparison between
these figures and those of Toulouze’s book is made below.

Of the dances in mensural notation all have peculiarities.
Beaulte de Castile is for three dancers, is not made up of
conventional mesures ending with b, and the whole
dance concludes with ss d. La danse de Cleves
incorporates some simple floor patterns, replaces the
normal r with a d¥ (= double desmarchant), and has
mesures with no concluding b. La danse de Ravestain
is incomplete. La franchoise nouvelle looks more like a
normal basse danse, but it is in virtually 16th-century
style, with its three pairs of singles in the first mesure,
and the combination of rdr (or equivalent) with ddd in
the second.

ss ddd ss d¥ ss d d¥ b

ss ddd dr ddt b

ss d db

The two dances in mixed notation are evidently basses
danses mineurs. The basse danse sections appear to be
composed of mesures of conventional form,

ss ddd ss rrr b
ss d ssrrr b
ss ddd r b
ss d r b,

though in Roti boully ioyeux the sequence has become
garbled.

3. Sensuit lart et instruction de bien dancer (Paris,
no date) (cited below as Toulouze).

See Scholderer (1936); Fackman (1964); Crane (1968), 26-7

This is the earliest known printed book on dancing and
survives in a single copy at the Royal College of
Physicians, London. The printer/publisher was Michel
Toulouze, and the date of publication 1496 or a year or two
earlier. The 48 dances, with music, are preceded by a
treatise effectively identical with that in Brussels 9085,

In addition to the two basses danses mineurs and the
unorthodox Beaulte de Castile described above, there
are 45 basses danses of conventional form. Five of these
are not in Brussels 9085 and 13 others have been given
choreographies that are significantly different. (Con-
versely, 11 of those in Brussels 9085 are not in
Toulouze). More than half of the dances contain obvious
printers’ errors in the sequences of steps; the correct
readings are either self-evident or can be restored by
reference to the Brussels manuscript. These corrections
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