—Reflections on Basse Dance Source Material --

A Dancer’s Review
Peggy Dixon

This article is to be published in two parts. Unusually,
however, it has been decided to publish Part I1 first, for its
more immediate concern and for its relationship to other
articles in this and the previous issue of this journal. Part 1
will be published in the next issue.

Part 1 introduces the ms Paris, Bib. Nat. f.fr5699,
containing the so-called Nancy Basse Dances, discussing
the background of the manuscript and its information
content; reports on the ms Cervera, Archivio Historico,
with its basse dance sequences given in notation symbols
as well as in words and abbreviations; and makes mention
of the ms in Salisbury Cathedral Library with its list of
basse dance sequences on the flyleaf. Arguments for
dating the Brussels MS and the Toulouze Incunabulum,
and the importance of these documents as sources will also
feature in the next issue and will be provided with
genealogical tables.

PART II
The Brussels MS and the Toulouze Incunabulum

Let us turn to the two most famous, and for dancers most
useful sources, the manuscript in Brussels (Bib. Roy. MS
9085) and the printed book from the press of Michel
Toulouze, now in London in the possession of the Royal
College of Physicians. Both of these are now readily
available in facsimile, the Brussels MS in a reproduction
by Minkoff Reprint (Geneva, 1976) of Ernest Closson’s Le
manuscrit dit des Basses Danses de la Bibliotheque de
Bourgogne, first published in Paris in 1912; and the
Toulouse incunabulum in a reissue with additional
material, transcription, and translation, by S.R. Publi-
shers Ltd, (Wakefield, 1971) of Victor Scholderer’s L’Art
et Instruction de Bien Dancer, first published in London in
1936.

Both these books consist of a dissertation on the basse
dance of approximately a thousand words, followed by
some fifty to sixty dance sequences, each with its
accompanying music and title. The text is near identical in
the two books, the similarities and discrepancies being
such that it is almost certain both were derived from a
common source.

What these two sources tell us as dancers.
What they say. And what they do not say.

To begin at he beginning, a phrase in the opening sentence
reads ‘il est a noter que’. A. E. Lequet, the translator of
Toulouze in the 1971 facsimile edition, gives this quite
properly as ‘it should be noted that’, after which the bulk
of the text concerns itself with reciting the principles of
construction observed of basse dances and the nomen-
clature of their component parts. D. R. Wilson (1983)! has
already invited us to take a look at the discrepancies
between theory as outlined in the text, and practice
represented by the choreographies.

My intention is to re-examine the wording of the texts, to
discuss some of the constructions that may be, and have
been, put upon it; and to question the foundations of some
of the superstructures that have been built.

To take this phrase ‘it should be noted that’, my opinion is
that it means simply ‘please note’, but it has come to be
interpreted rather as ‘you must’. The word ‘rule’ has crept
into use, not as scientists use it for observed consistencies
in behaviour, but as a decree that must not be violated.
Mabel Dolmetsch, for instance, in Dances of England and
France 1450-1600 (London, 1949), refers to ‘well defined
and inexorable rules’ being ‘set forth’;?> and Ingrid
Brainard, in The Role of the Dancing Master in 15th Century
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Courtly Societry, refers to ‘the elaborate and well-thought-
out system of theoretical rules and regulations governing
the art of dancing in all aspects’.3

Does this matter? Is such a subtle difference really
significant? Perhaps not among those of us who are
acquainted with the material and the period. But a slight
change in emphasis can become exaggerated in the course
of successive reportages, till a wrong impression can be
given.

Rules and regulations suggest a body, corporate or
individual, to oversee them, an impression that would be
quite wrong.

My next point is no mere academic quibble. It concerns
the statement that it is called basse dance ‘because it 1s
played according to the major perfect and because’, here
we have the problems. The French reads ‘quant on la
danse on va en paix (Brussels has paix, Toulouze has
pays) sans soy demener le plus gracieusement que
on peult’. But this can mean different things according to
how one understands the words paix/pays. Spelling was
not regulated at that time, so whichever way it is spelt it
could mean either ‘country’ or ‘peace’. The grouping of
the words is the critical factor, and there are no commas
in either of the original sources. So ‘sans soy
demener le plus gracieusement que on peult’ could
be taken to mean:

— in country fashion (without comporting oneself as
gracefully as one is able)

or

— in peace without bestirring onself (as gracefully as one
is able)

The second construction is favoured by Lequet,* with
‘because it is danced serenely without gesticulation and is
gracefully as possible’. Dolmetsch gives, ‘because when
one dances it, one goes serenely without extravagance of
gesture, as gracefully as possible’®, Heartz paraphrases
‘because it is danced serenely without gesticulation and as
offers the direct translation, because ‘one walks peacefully
without great exertion, and as gracefully as possible’.
Heartz even omits the words ‘sans soy demener’, his
‘without great exertion’, later, in arguing that “When the
basse dance was first encountered in the courtly society of
the fifteenth century it was an extraordinarily light and
graceful dance — ‘on va le plus gracieusement que on
peule’.’

Heartz’ earlier, fuller quote, was in support of an attempt
to explain the reference to major perfect in the source, ‘it is
called basse dance because it is played according to the
major perfect and...”. Heartz suggests that ‘when played in
maier parfait the music of the basse dance is adjusted
to a tempo so that the steps may be light, yet unhurried,
and above all graceful’.?

Graceful the basse dance may have been, but we are not
told so unequivocally in the text.

Melusine Wood is the odd one out who favours the first of
the two interpretations given above. She gives, in her
Historical Dances, 12th to 19th Century (London, 1952),
‘because when one dances it one goes in country fashion
without bearing oneself as one might.”®

If the text is ambiguous in what it does tell us, there are
also many things we should like to know that it does not
mention at all.

We are not told that partners hold hands, let alone how
they do so. Pictorial evidence suggests they hold hands,
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