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Chapter One  

Early Modern Dance Fundamentals: Types and Sources 
 

 

 In Anthropology and the Dance: Ten Lectures (1991, 2004), Drid Williams argues 

that gestures do not have universal meanings; they are, in fact, quite arbitrary:  

Different ethnicities have generated different values for the dimensions of right/left, 

up/down, front/back, inside/outside to choose obvious instances of the conception 

fields in which dances or any human action take place. These contrary oppositions 

do not mean the same things cross-culturally.
1
 

 

This dissertation argues that the variability and arbitrariness of gestural meaning Williams 

identifies across cultures also applies to dances within cultures and across time. Indeed, the 

instability of gestural meaning lies at the heart of early modern anxiety about dancing. The 

social, religious, and political contexts in which dances occurred affected their meaning. 

This is why, as Williams phrases it, dances cannot be ñstudied in isolation;ò they cannot 

ñstand on their own,ò but must be historicised and contextualised to be understood.
2
  

Dance may be ephemeral, but it leaves many traces behind. Piecing together 

dance references in printed and manuscript sources creates a picture of what the dances of 

the early modern period were like and in what sorts of contexts they occurred. Dancing 

manuals and choreographic descriptions explain dance steps and types. References in 

plays and treatises convey styling and associations. Scholarly works increasingly draw on 

the practical, kinaesthetic research of dance reconstructors and vice versa, leading to 

more accurate readings of texts and more historically informed reconstructions. In 

addition, the Records of Early English Drama project has made accessible hundreds of 

                                                                 
1
 Drid Williams, Anthropology and the Dance: Ten Lectures (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 

Press, 1991, 2004), p. 251. 
2
 Williams, Anthropology and the Dance, p. 248. 
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relevant excerpts from archival sources. The excerpts rarely name or describe the dances 

done, but they do provide evidence of who danced, when, where, and for what occasions.  

While each of these types of sources only illuminates certain aspects of dancing, 

together they provide a more nuanced understanding of the physical and social aspects of 

dancing in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England. This is important, because it is 

not possible to assess critically the complaints of anti-dance writers if one is not familiar 

with the dances about which they complain. Nor can one distinguish among clever, 

unusual, and generic usages of dancing in plays and masques unless one is familiar with 

the characteristics of the dances evoked. Similarly, because dancing always takes place 

within a particular context and environment, knowing more about the original contexts in 

which dances like the galliard and volta were performed enables modern-day dancers and 

reconstructors to create more accurate, historically informed reconstructions and 

performances of these dances. Finally, compiling brief references from a wide variety of 

sources gives a clearer sense of the characteristics of dances like the jig and hornpipe that 

are not described in any of the extant dancing manuals.  

 

Defining Dance  

When someone mentioned dance or dancing in the early modern period, what did 

he or she likely have in mind? In the early modern period, the term ñdanceò described a 

wide variety of movements done by people (and occasionally animals) to music. These 

movements were either choreographed or improvised. Choreographed dances had 

predetermined arrangements of steps that were learned by dancers and performed in the 

same way each time they did that dance. Improvised dances involved making up a new 
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series of movements each time the dance was done, dancing ñafter sundrie fashions.ò
3
 

Improvisations were not completely random movements, however. They drew from a 

known body of dance steps and had to take into account the rhythms and structure of the 

music.
4
 There were also hybrid forms. Dances like the galliard and the canary incorporated 

improvised solos into a larger choreographed duet structure. A male-female couple 

performed the opening, closing, and ñchorusò figures together, but in between the man and 

woman took turns improvising four to sixteen musical bars worth of kicks and jumps (for 

the galliard) or stamps and toe taps (for the canary).
5
 Dancing masters also encouraged 

experienced dancers to use embellishments or ñaccidentalò steps to add variety to the 

regular or ñnaturalò steps specified in choreographed dances.
6
 

The term ñdanceò in this period encompassed several activities that modern-day 

observers might define otherwise. These include rope dancing, which was almost identical 

to what we call tightrope-walking, and processional dancing, which we might describe 

today as marching, parading, or simply walking to music. In addition, ñdancingò was 

invoked metaphorically to describe the motion of objects, especially when that motion was 

deemed unusualðeither notably agitated and chaotic or surprisingly ordered and rhythmic. 

For example, in the agricultural guide, Markhams farwell to husbandry (1620), Gervase 

Markham explains that if a farmer covers the ground with long strips of cloth with feathers 

                                                                 
3
 G. Yvonne Kendall, ñOrnamentation and Improvisation in Sixteenth-Century Dance,ò in 

Improvisation in the Arts of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Timothy McGee (Kalamazoo, 

MI: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 2003), p. 174. 
4
 Barbara Sparti, ñImprovisation and Embellishment in Popular and Art Dances in Fifteenth- & 

Sixteenth-Century Italy,ò in McGee, Improvisation in the Arts, pp. 122, 118. 
5
 Kendall, ñOrnamentation and Improvisation,ò p. 183; Fabritio Caroso, Courtly Dance of the 

Renaissance: A New Translation and Edition of the Nobilt¨ di Dame (1600), ed. and trans. Julia 

Sutton (New York: Dover Publications, 1995), p. 164. 
6
 Jennifer Nevile, ñDisorder in Order: Improvisation in Italian Choreographed Dances of the 

Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,ò in McGee, Improvisation in the Arts, p. 147. 
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knit into them, ñwith every breath of winde the feathers may dance, turne and move about,ò 

which keeps crows and other birds away from newly planted corn.
7
 

 

Sources for Early Dance 

 

References to dancing appear in a myriad of printed and manuscript sources, 

demonstrating the visibility of dance in early modern English society. A search on the term 

ñdanceò and its variants between 1550 and 1650 in the Early English Books Online 

(EEBO) collection returns over 14,000 references in more than 3,000 texts, and there are 

also references to specific dance types such as the galliard and jig.
8
 (See Table 1.) Dance 

references in a number of texts examined in this dissertation were initially discovered via 

such searches, including in the dictionary entries mentioned in this chapter, the plays 

examined in Chapter 2, and the sermons and biblical commentaries discussed in Chapter 3. 

Interestingly, although music in early modern England has received much more attention 

from scholars than dance has, the number of references to music and dance in the 

searchable EEBO texts is quite similar: ñmusicò and its variants garner 14,240 hits from 

3,077 records, while ñdanceò and its variants return 14,481 hits in 3,031 records. Clearly 

there is a wealth of references to dancing in printed sources that has yet to be explored. 

 

  

                                                                 
7
 Gervase Markham, Markhams farwell to husbandry or, The inriching of all sorts of barren and 

sterill grounds in our kingdome, to be as fruitfull in all manner of graine, pulse, and grasse as the 

best grounds whatsoeuer together with the anoyances, and preseruation of all graine and seede, 

from one yeare to many yeares (London, 1620), p. 88. 
8
 As of September 2011, the EEBO collection contained over 128,000 works printed between 1473 

and 1700. However, unless the search term appears in the workôs title, using the built-in interface to 

search the collection only finds references from the approximately 32,800 fully searchable, 

transcribed texts not from the entire collection. 
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Dance References in the Early English Books Online Collection 

 

Search Term Number of References Number of Records 

dance the canary 8 8 

coranto 

corranto 

106 

11 

127 

39 

8 

48 

country dances 34 27 

dance 

da~ce 

dau~ce 

14,338 

56 

87 

14,481 

2,924 

42 

65 

3,031 

galliard 665 202 

dance the hay 6 6 

hornpipe 30 21 

jigge 73 55 

dance la volta 

lavolta 

levolto 

2 

17 

2 

21 

2 

11 

2 

15 

dance the morris 

morrice dance 

10 

44 

54 

10 

37 

37 

pavan 

pavane 

pavin 

131 

8 

138 

277 

8 

4 

43 

55 

 

Table 1: Dance references found by searching the approximately 13,000 searchable texts 

in the Early English Books Online (EEBO) collection for works published between 1550 

and 1650.
9
 

 

                                                                 
9
 These results include spelling and part-of-speech variants such as ñdaunceò and ñdansinge,ò as 

well as some non-relevant phrases containing variants, such as ñabou~danceò and ñatte~dance.ò 

Certain spelling variants are not automatic, such as ñda~ceò and ñdau~ce,ò and must be searched 

separately. Searches were not informative for many dance types, such as the almain, old measures, 

carole, and branle, because the majority of references found referred to non-dance usages. 

Searching ñdaunce the ____ò found some relevant passages for the hay and canary but still missed 

references with different phrasing. Searches were done on 26 September 2011: there were 128,070 

total records in the EEBO collection, 32,863 searchable or keyed full text records, and 13,003 

searchable works printed between 1550 and 1650.  
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 There are also numerous references to dance in archival sources, such as court 

records, account books, and personal correspondence. Such archival records are used in 

succeeding chapters. Although these sources rarely include choreographic descriptions, 

they often contain valuable contextual details, such as where dancing occurred, at what 

time of day, and the number, age, status, and gender of the dancers. Oftentimes, it is 

possible to ascertain whether the dancing in question was sanctioned or illicit, typical or 

unusual. Most importantly, these records provide glimpses of early modern dance as it was 

practiced, supplementing and sometimes complicating depictions of dancing in more 

theoretical didactic and polemical sources, such as dancing manuals and anti-dance 

treatises. 

Most of what we know about the dance steps and choreographies of the mid-

sixteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries comes from a dozen or so instruction manuals 

written by dancing masters and dance enthusiasts from across Europe.
10

 Formats vary, 

but all the extant dancing manuals provide one or more of the following: step 

descriptions, set choreographies for different dance types, accompanying music, 

accompanying illustrations, recommendations for performance, rules of ballroom 

etiquette, and defences or rationales for dancing based on Greco-Roman writings, biblical 

passages, and historical precedents. All of these manuals are aimed at elite audiences and 

describe court dances, with the exception of Thoinot Arbeauôs Orchésographie (1589), 

which is addressed to a middling-status audience and contains a mix of courtly and rustic 

dances. A handful of the manuals are comprehensive enough to enable full-fledged 

reconstructions of choreographiesðmost notably the manuals of Fabritio Caroso, Cesare 

                                                                 
10

 ñList of Dance Treatises and Manuscripts, Modern Editions, and Translations,ò in Dance, 

Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750, ed. Jennifer Nevile (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 2008), pp. 313-329. 
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Negri, and Thoinot Arbeauðbut some of the less step-focused manuals, such as Juan de 

Esquivel Navarroôs Discursos sobre el arte del danzado (1642), provide welcome details 

about dance instruction, styling, and dance competitions.
11

  

In Renaissance Spanish, there were two types of dancing, which had distinct names: 

danzas for courtly, elite dances and bailes for the dances of the lower social classes. 

However, English speakers used the term ñdanceò to describe dancing by both elites and 

commoners.
12

 This lack of distinction in terminology might indicate that Englishmen and 

women did not distinguish between elite and non-elite dance styles, but the many 

references in English conduct manuals and educational treatises to the importance of 

dancing in a style that matched oneôs social status suggest otherwise.  

At the same time, even though most dancing manuals are addressed to aristocrats, 

in England, at least, there was broad knowledge of, and wide participation in, court dances 

outside of the target audience. For example, middling-status as well as high-status young 

men at the Inns of Court were expected to be able to dance galliards, corantos, and other 

court dances.
13

 Similarly, there is evidence of aristocratic men and women watching and 

performing country dances.
14

 However, they did not usually dance them in public or in 

                                                                 
11

 Dance ñstylingò refers to a variety of subtle movement choices that influence the overall 

perception of a performance. Aspects of styling include the dancerôs posture or carriage, dynamics 

or ñenergyò of movements, size of steps, degree of rigidity or relaxation of the arms, height of 

elevations and depth of knee bends, smoothness of transitions between steps, number and 

complexity of embellishments, and use of the Italian technique called pavoneggiarsi or 

ñpeacockingò to accentuate torso movements by making the dancerôs cape or skirt fan out.  
12

 Lynn Matluck Brooks, The Art of Dancing in Seventeenth-Century Spain: Juan de Esquivel 

Navarro and His World (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2003), p. 33. 
13

 David R. Wilson, ñDancing in the Inns of Court,ò Historical Dance 2, no. 5 (1987-1986): 8. 

There is even a fifteenth-century ballad, ñColkelbie Sow,ò in which shepherds and swine herds 

perform basse dances and other courtly dances. (Melusine Wood, ñSome Notes on the English 

Country Dance before Playford,ò Journal of the English Folk Dance and Song Society 3, no. 2 

(1937): 93.) 
14

 Wood, ñSome Notes on the English Country Dance before Playfordò: 94-95. On 5 January 1600, 

Rowland Whyte wrote that although she had just had her favourite, the Earl of Essex imprisoned, 
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mixed-status company, and observers noted exceptions, such as when ñthe country peopleò 

performed ña pleasant daunce with taber and pipeò for Queen Elizabeth at Cowdray in 

1591, ñand the Lord Montagu and Lady among them, to the great pleasure of all the 

beholders, and the gentle applause of hir Majestie.ò
15

   

Unfortunately, there are no surviving English dancing manuals for the period 

between the compilation of music and dance instructions known as the Gresley manuscript 

(c.1500) and the publication of John Playfordôs The English Dancing Master (1651), which 

are both outside the time frame of this dissertation.
16

 However, two French dancing masters 

in the employ of George Villiers, the Marquess and later Duke of Buckingham, each wrote 

a dancing manual in the early seventeenth century, which they dedicated to their English 

patron, and there are a handful of choreographic descriptions of the group of English 

processional dances known as the measures or old measures that survive in the personal 

papers of Inns of Court affiliates.
17

 In addition, the aforementioned Continental dancing 

manuals provide choreographies and conduct rules for dances known in England.
18

 While it 

                                                                                                                                                                                               

throughout the Christmas season Elizabeth I made a point to appear in public and watch her ladies 

dance ñthe old and new country dances with the tabor and the pipe.ò (Agnes Strickland, Lives of the 

Queens of England, from the Norman Conquest, with Notes of Their Courts (London, 1844), vol. 7, 

p. 245, quoting the Sidney Papers, vol. 2, p. 156.) 
15

 Wood, ñSome Notes on the English Country Dance before Playfordò: 94, quoting John Nichols, 

ed., The Progresses and Public Processions of Queen Elizabeth (London, 1823), vol. 3, p. 95. 
16

 The Gresley Manuscript is a small book containing twenty-six choreographies and tunes, collated 

with Latin prayers and other unassociated materials by John Banys (c.1500) in Derbyshire. (David 

Fallows, ñThe Gresley Dance Collection, c.1500,ò Royal Musical Association Research Chronicle 

29 (1996): 2.) Fallowsô article includes a transcription of the choreographies and music. The English 

Dancing Master (1651) was the first dancing manual of English dances to be published in England 

or Europe, and includes step descriptions and music for each dance. John Playford, incidentally, 

was not a dancing master, but a music publisher, and it is not clear whether he or an associate 

collected the dances. 
17

 Barthélemy Montagut and François de Lauze, Louange de la Danse, 1623, ed. Barbara 

Ravelhofer (Cambridge: RTM Publications, 2000), 1, 63; Wilson, ñDancing in the Inns of Courtò: 

3. See discussion below of the old measures. 
18

 Anne Daye, comp., A Lively Shape of Dauncing: Dances of Shakespeare's Time (Salisbury, 

Wiltshire: Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society, 1994). 
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is certainly possible that the canario danced in Italy may have varied somewhat from the 

canary danced in England, there is substantial evidence that traveling dancing masters, 

ambassadors, and the households of royal brides spread courtly dance fashions across 

Europe.
19

 There is also some evidence that at least the most privileged English readers had 

access to Continental dancing manuals. According to a 1605 inventory, Sir Thomas 

Bodleyôs library contained a copy of the Italian dancing manual, Fabritio Carosoôs Il 

Ballarino (1581).
20

 At least for courtly dances, these dancing manuals and choreographic 

notes enable scholars to construct a reasonably detailed picture of many of the dances that 

appear most frequently in English sources.  

 

Early Dance Studies and Historiography 

 

  Mabel Dolmetschôs Dances of England and France from 1450 to 1600: With their 

Music and Authentic Manner of Performance (1949) was one of the first scholarly works to 

consider English dance in the late Renaissance. Dolmetsch studied original sources, 

including Robert Coplandeôs brief notes on basse dance (1521) and a manuscript 

description of the old measures (Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson Poet. 108, c. 1570), and 

provided instructions for reconstructing dances from those sources. However, later dance 

historians have criticised Dolmetschôs reconstructions for adding ñspurious elements,ò 

                                                                 
19

 For an excellent discussion of the relevance of Continental dancing manuals to English dance see 

Barbara Ravelhofer, The Early Stuart Masque: Dance, Costume, and Music (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), pp. 16-20. 
20

 Smith, ñWhat Did Prince Henry Do with His Feet on Sunday 19 August 1604?ò Early Music 14, 

no. 2 (1986): 201. For this study I will be looking at the expanded and revised version of Il 

Ballarino, Carosoôs manual, Nobiltà di Dame (1600), as it is available in a modern critical edition 

and translation. The two manuals contain most of the same choreographies and images. The main 

difference is that the later manual adds additional repetitions to several dances to make them more 

symmetrical. 
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ñmajor ornaments,ò and embellishments of her own devising.
21

 Moreover, a number of 

other sources have since been discovered, including several more versions of the old 

measures, which clarify ambiguities in Dolmetschôs sources and allow for much more 

accurate reconstructions.
22

 James Cunningham published five additional manuscript 

descriptions of the old measures in Dancing in the Inns of Court (1965), and David R. 

Wilson published a corrected transcription of these in the journal Historical Dance (1986-

1987).
23

 Records of Early English Drama editor James Stokes found another version in the 

Somerset county record office, which with dance historian Ingrid Brainard, he discussed in 

the REED Newsletter in 1992. The manuscriptôs author, John Willoughby, had connections 

to the Inns of Court, but lived his entire life in Devon, supporting John Wardôs contention 

that the measures were not just danced at the Inns of Court, but were likely also danced at 

balls at court and in English country manors.
24

 Most recently, Ian Payne has published a 

critical edition of the old measures manuscripts.
25

 Payneôs scrutiny of the tunes associated 

with the individual dances makes the work valuable to musicologists as well as dance 

historians.
26

 In addition, John Ward and Robert Mullally have looked at the measures in 

                                                                 
21

 Patri J. Pugliese, ñWhy Not Dolmetsch?ò Dance Research Journal 13, no. 2 (1981): 22. 
22

 See below for a description of the old measures. 
23

 James Cunningham, Dancing in the Inns of Court (Jordan-& Sons, Ltd., London, 1965); David R. 

Wilson, ñDancing in the Inns of Court,ò Historical Dance 2, no. 5 (1987-1986): 3-16. For aid in 

reconstructing these dances, see Janelle and Peter Durham, ñDances from the Inns of Court,ò 1997; 

and Patri J. Pugliese and Joseph Casazza, ñPractise for Dauncinge,ò 1980, 1999. An online version 

is available at http://mysite.verizon.net/vzeryeh4/dance/Practise%20for%20Dauncinge.html. 
24

 James Stokes and Ingrid Brainard, ñóThe olde Measuresô in the West Country: John Willoughbyôs 

manuscript,ò Records of Early English Drama Newsletter 17, no. 2 (1992): 2-3, 6; John Ward, 

ñApropos óThe olde Measures,ôò Records of Early English Drama Newsletter 18, no. 1 (1993): 2-3. 
25

 Ian Payne, The Almain in Britain, c.1549-c.1675 (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2003). 
26

 See also Robert Wienpahl, Music at the Inns of Court during the Reigns of Elizabeth, James, and 

Charles (Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms International for the Department of Music, 

California State University, Northridge, 1979), which includes chapters on dance.  
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their larger context, including as a component of the revels, the social dancing that 

followed court masques.
27

 

 Dance in dramatic performances, namely in court masques and plays, has also 

received scholarly attention. Court masques were lavish performances combining poetry, 

music, and dance performed by courtiers for their peers. There were spectacles including 

dance at the Henrician and Elizabethan courts, but the court masque blossomed under the 

patronage of the Stuart monarchs.
28

 Enid Welsfordôs The Court Masque: A Study in the 

Relationship between Poetry & the Revels (1962) was one of the first studies of the masque 

that acknowledged the central role that dance played.
29

 Anne Daye and Barbara Ravelhofer 

have continued to explore the nuances of dance in the masque, illuminating the details of 

creation and rehearsal, the development of the antimasque, the relative importance of 

dancing compared to other aspects of performance, and the role of masque dancing in the 

Stuartsô larger political and cultural agenda.
30

 Barbara Ravelhoferôs The Early Stuart 

                                                                 
27

 John Ward, ñThe Manner of Dauncying,ò Early Music 4 (1976): 127-142; Robert Mullally, 

ñMore about the Measures,ò Early Music 22, no. 3 (August 1994): 417-438; and Mullally, 

ñMeasure as a Choreographic Term in the Stuart Masque,ò Dance Research: The Journal of the 

Society for Dance Research 16, no. 1 (1998): 67-73. 
28

 See, for example, Stephen Orgel, The Illusion of Power: Political Theater in the English 

Renaissance (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1975). 
29

 Enid Welsford, The Court Masque: A Study in the Relationship between Poetry & the Revels 

(Cambridge: Russell & Russell, 1962). For early scholarship on the masque see Inga-Stina Ewbank, 

ñóThe Eloquence of Masquesô: A Retrospective View of Masque Criticism,ò in Renaissance 

Drama: Essays Principally on Masques and Entertainments, ed. S. Schoenbaum (Evanston, IL:  

Northwestern University Press, 1968), pp. 307-327. Musicologists have been quicker to take an 

interest in dancing than literary scholars. See, for example, the discussions of dance and dance 

music in Peter Walls, Music in the English Courtly Masque 1604-1640 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1996); and Peter Holman, Four and Twenty Fiddlers: The Violin at the English Court, 1540-1690 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993).  
30

 See, for example, Barbara Ravelhofer, ñóVirgin Waxô and óHairy Men-Monstersô: Unstable 

Movement Codes in the Stuart Masque,ò in The Politics of the Stuart Court Masque, ed. David 

Bevington and Peter Holbrook (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 244-272; Anne 

Daye, ñTorchbearers in the English masque,ò Early Music 26, no. 2 (May 1998): 246-262; and 

Daye, ñThe Jacobean Antimasque within the Masque Context: a Dance Perspectiveò (PhD diss., 

Roehampton University, 2008). 
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Masque: Dance, Costume, and Music (2006) also includes a careful discussion of the 

benefits and perils of applying the choreographic descriptions in Continental European 

dancing manuals to English dances.
31

 Both Daye and Ravelhofer are scholar-reconstructors 

who draw on their own experiences reconstructing dances from primary sources to inform 

their readings of dance records, and Ravelhofer highlights the research of other 

reconstructors, as well.
32

  

 Alan Brissendenôs Shakespeare and the Dance (1981), on the other hand, relies on 

internal evidence from the plays themselves much more than on dance manuals or 

reconstructions. Brissenden remains the authority for interpreting how dance functions 

within Shakespeareôs plays, and Shakespeare and the Dance is frequently cited by scholars 

in many disciplines. However, there has been little acknowledgement that Brissendenôs 

conclusions about Shakespeareôs use of dance do not always apply to all playwrights of the 

period. For example, while Shakespeare gives brief stage directions such as, ñThey dance,ò 

other playwrights, such as John Marston, indicate the type of dance they envision, such as 

the galliard or coranto.
33

  

 Whereas dances within plays included galliards, corantos, and other dances 

described in dancing manuals, the dance that occurred after plays, the jig, retains its 

inscrutability. No new sources have emerged to shed further light on Charles Read 

Baskervillôs hypotheses in The Elizabethan Jig and Related Song Drama (1929, 1965).
34

 

                                                                 
31

 Ravelhofer, The Early Stuart Masque,  pp. 16-20. 
32

 Ravelhofer, The Early Stuart Masque, p. 113 n. 47. 
33

 See entries for ñcaper,ò ñdance,ò ñgalliard,ò ñlavolta,ò ñmake a leg,ò ñobeisance,ò ñtread,ò and 

ñtrip,ò among others, in Alan Dessen and Leslie Thomson, A Dictionary of Stage Directions in 

English Drama 1580-1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
34

 Charles Read Baskervill, The Elizabethan Jig and Related Song Drama (New York: Dover 

Publications, 1929, 1965). For a useful summary of relevant recent research and more focus on the 

usage of the term than Baskervill provides, see William West, ñWhen is the Jig Upðand What is it 
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English dance practices in the countryside, however, have benefited from the wealth of 

dance references uncovered by the Records of Early English Drama (REED) project. (See 

Introduction.) Two works in particular have utilized REED dance material: John Forrestôs 

The History of Morris Dancing 1458-1750 (1999) and Christopher Marshôs Music and 

Society in Early Modern England (2010).
35

 

 The History of Morris Dancing, 1458-1750 (1999) finally puts to rest the myth that 

the morris originated as an ancient pagan fertility dance or rite of spring.
36

 Forrest traces 

the development of morris from a performance dance at court to a semi-professional dance 

performed by teams of local youths at church ales and in town processions. Many of his 

contentions are based on the exhaustive archive and database of morris references compiled 

by Forest and Michael Heaney for the Early Morris Project.
37

 The discussion of morris 

dancing below and my reading of the Clee St. Margaret morris dance discussed in Chapter 

5 draw heavily on Forrestôs observations. 

 In the substantial chapter on dance in Music and Society in Early Modern England, 

Christopher Marsh looks at many of the same sources and comes to many of the same 

conclusions as this dissertation. We both focus on social or ñsociableò dancing rather than 

on theatrical or ñperformativeò dance; describe different dance forms and styles; discuss 

ñthe dance debateò and the impact of the Book of Sports; and consider how people of 

                                                                                                                                                                                               

Up To?ò in Locating the Queen's Men, 1583-1603: Material Practices and Conditions of Playing, 

ed. Helen Ostovich, Holger Schott Syme, Andrew Griffin (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), pp. 

201-215. On the difficulties of reconstructing stage jigs, see Peter Thomson and Roger Clegg, ñHeôs 

for a jig or a tale of bawdryðô: Notes on the English Dramatic Jig,ò Studies in Theatre and 

Performance 29, no. 1 (2009): 67-83. 
35

 Robert Mullallyôs monograph The Carole (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2011) focuses on the 

carole in its medieval heyday and only touches on references from the early modern period. 
36

 Forrest, The History of Morris Dancing, p. 9. 
37

 Forrest, The History of Morris Dancing, p. 28. See John Forrest and Michael Heaney, ñCharting 

Early Morris,ò Folk Music Journal 6, no. 2 (1991): 169-186.  
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different social standing danced and understood dancing differently.
38

 However, given 

differences of space, time, and focus, the dissertation is able to develop more fully many of 

the issues Marsh raises. For example, incidents that Marsh mentions briefly, such as the 

cushion dance performed by John Wilmot, the rector of Tortworth, Gloucestershire, in 

1602, become the basis of full-fledged case studies investigated in Chapters 4 and 5.
39

 In 

addition, my experience as a dance reconstructor leads me to interpret differently certain 

details pertaining to dance steps and figures, especially for earlier dances.
40

 Marsh 

concludes with the apt observation that ñthe relationship between the cultural pursuits of 

the gentry and those of the peopleò was complex; ñmany aristocrats nursed a somewhat 

problematic admiration for the dancing of the dronesò and enthusiastically practised, or 

indulged in according to critics, what were known as ñcountry dances.ò
41

 I examine the 

complexities of this phenomenon more fully in this chapter and in Chapter 2.  

 Another important recent development in the literature is an increase in early dance-

focused essay collections. Three of these deserve particular note: Improvisation in the Arts 

of the Middle Ages and Renaissance (2003) edited by Timothy J. McGee, Womenôs Work: 

Making Dance in Europe Before 1800 (2008) edited by Lynn Matluck Brooks, and Dance, 

Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (2008) edited by Jennifer Nevile.
42

 Of the 

dozen essays in Improvisation in the Arts of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, three of the 
                                                                 
38

 Christopher Marsh, Music and Society in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), pp. 329, 335, 337, 354. 
39

 Marsh, Music and Society in Early Modern England, p. 338. 
40

 Marsh looks at a wider time frame than I do and leans heavily on John Playfordôs The English 

Dancing Master (1651). I rely more on the old measures manuscripts and Italian and French 

dancing manuals from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries as discussed below. 
41

 Marsh, Music and Society in Early Modern England, p. 383. 
42

 Timothy J. McGee, ed., Improvisation in the Arts of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, Early 

drama, art, and music monograph series 30 (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 

Western Michigan University, 2003); Lynn Matluck Brooks, ed., Womenôs Work: Making Dance in 

Europe Before 1800, Studies in Dance History (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 

2008); Nevile, Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick.. 
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contributions are by dance scholarsðBarbara Sparti, Jennifer Nevile, and G. Yvonne 

Kendallðand Keith Polkôs piece in the music section is on dance music. Thus, dance is 

presented as a topic of equal importance in comparison to other arts such as music, theatre, 

and architecture. The overarching argument common to all these essays, that opportunities 

for improvisation were built into many Renaissance dances, informs my analysis of the 

galliard in this chapter and of male and female solo dancing in Chapter 2. The essay 

collections by Matluck Brooks and Nevile cover an even wider time frame and focus on 

courtly and theatrical dancing. They both include several essays that touch on relevant 

themes to this work, even if only one of the contributions, Anne Dayeôs ñAt the Queenôs 

Command: Henrietta Maria and the Development of the English Masqueò in Womenôs 

Work, directly addresses English dance practices in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  

 

Dance Reconstruction 

 

 Dance history and dance reconstruction are complementary approaches. Dance 

reconstruction, which refers to modern-day performance or instructions for performance of 

choreographies from early dancing manuals and other original sources, is quite different 

from period-style choreographies, which are historically informed (or uninformed) dances 

created by modern-day choreographers using historical steps, floor patterns, and music.
43

 

Dance reconstructors try to approximate the steps and style of the original choreography as 

closely as possible, eschewing the temptation to intentionally make the dance more 

palatable to a modern audience. However, dancing manuals do not describe many aspects 

                                                                 
43

 For example, the ñjigsò performed at the end of Elizabethan-costumed performances at the New 

Globe Theatre in London are new creations using a historical vocabulary of steps, not 

reconstructions. Period-style dances in cinema are notoriously inaccurate. For example, the 

beautiful and dramatic ñvoltaò in the film Elizabeth (1998), directed by Shekhar Kapur and starring 

Cate Blanchett, is closer to modern flamenco in style than to sixteenth-century dancing. 
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of early modern performance. Therefore, knowledge of the historical context of dance 

performances is necessary for creating accurate dance reconstructions. Conversely, 

knowledge of dance steps and styling enables more nuanced understandings of the contexts 

in which dance occurred.  

 The most groundbreaking and insightful studies of early dance in recent decades 

have been the work of scholars who draw on physical reconstructions of early dances as 

well as written sources.
44

 While certain aspects of movement have changed in the last four 

hundred years due to differences in attire and physical training, other characteristics, such 

as how long an ordinary person can stay in the air while jumping, have probably not.
45

 

Through reconstructions, dancer-scholars have proved that it is possible to dance the 

galliard in chopines, and that Arbeauôs warning about the volta is warranted: spectators 

really can see up a womanôs skirt to her thigh unless she holds her skirt down with her free 

hand during the turning lift.
46

 More importantly, viewing or participating in dance 

reconstructions makes it much easier to realise that the complaints of anti-dance writers 

only apply to a small number of dances and only to dancing in a manner that was 

                                                                 
44

 In this dissertation, I follow in this tradition of reconstruction-informed scholarship as modelled 

by Ingrid Brainard, Lynn Matluck Brooks, Anne Daye, Angene Feves, G. Yvonne Kendall, 

Katherine Tucker McGinnis, Jennifer Nevile, Ken Pierce, Patricia Rader, Barbara Ravelhofer, 

Barbara Sparti, and Julia Sutton, and David Wilson, among others. 
45

 This is particularly relevant for the galliard, which involves a lot of kicks and jumps. The lack of 

communication between performers of early music and dance reconstructors has resulted in most 

recordings of galliards, as well as many other early dances, being the wrong tempo. Recordings by 

the UK-based The Broadside Band are one of the few exceptions. Music director Jeremy Barlow 

works closely with the Dolmetsch Historical Dance Society to ensure danceable tempos.  
46

 Dance reconstructors Pat Rader, Laura Crockett, and Julia Sutton report that dancing with 

chopines, wooden platform shoes up to a foot in height worn over slippers, has ñno serious impact 

on dancing skills or self-expression,ò confirming Fabritio Carosoôs assertion in 1600 that with care 

a woman wearing chopines could dance ñentirely with grace, seemliness, and beauty.ò  (Ravelhofer, 

The Early Stuart Masque, p. 113.) I personally discovered the importance of Arbeauôs caveat during 

rehearsals for the volta in The Bardôs Galliard, or How to Party Like an Elizabethan, a performance 

I directed and choreographed in 1999 for my undergraduate certificate in Theater and Dance at 

Princeton University. Dancers wore period costumes including hoop skirts.  
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condemned by dancing instructors. However, the importance of dance reconstruction to 

historical dance scholarship and to all scholarship that touches on dance has been slow to 

gain recognition.
47

 

 

Basic Steps and Principles 

 

Dance manuals indicate that the vast majority of dances in sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century Europe were composed from a few stock steps and figures. The most 

common and fundamental of these steps were singles and doubles. A single was a single 

step begun with one foot and finished with the other. The finish could be a hold or ñpauseò 

with the legs remaining open, a ñcloseò with the second foot closing next to the first foot or 

touching beside the first foot with the ball of the foot, or the single could finish with a low 

brush or ñkickò forwards with the second foot.
48

 The double consisted of three steps in the 

same direction alternating feet followed by the same finishing options of pause, close 

together, touch, or kick.
49

 The name ñdoubleò likely derives from the musical structure of 

the steps, since the double took twice the time musically to dance as the single.
50

 

Singles and doubles could be done forwards, backwards, or sideways. They could 

be grouped together to form recognizable patternsðe.g., the pavan step was two singles 

                                                                 
47

 Perhaps more scholarly conferences will follow the example of the 2011 meeting of the Society 

of Dance History Scholars in Toronto, which featured three dance workshops that explored 

kinaesthetically themes discussed in the papers on Renaissance and Baroque dance topics. Ken 

Pierce, comp., Proceedings of the 34th Society of Dance History Scholars Annual Conference (23-

26 June 2011) (Riverside, CA: Society of Dance History Scholars, 2011). 
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 Caroso, Nobiltà di Dame, p. 104. ñClosing togetherò was done either remaining flat or rising onto 
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with Italian styling. 
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 Caroso, Nobiltà di Dame, pp. 106-107. The Italian version had the first and third  steps flat, but 
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doing a double to the side, it may seem like two singles, as Christopher Marsh suggests, but both 

Arbeau and Caroso specify that the double is three steps and a close or pause. (Marsh, Music and 

Society in Early Modern England, p. 350.) 
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 Anne Daye, private conversation, 24 June 2011.  
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and a doubleðor subtly altered to change the look and flavour of a dance. For the canary 

dance, which had Spanish influences, the doubles were done with a stomp on the first step. 

For the almain or aleman, the singles and doubles were done with a kick at the end. The 

coranto added hops and skips to the singles and doubles, which enabled dancers to traverse 

quite a lot of ground with each step, giving the dance its name: the running dance. Even 

without the extra hops of the coranto, a string of regular doubles enabled dancers to travel 

at nearly the same speed as if they were walking, but with better coordination and 

synchrony. It is not surprising that processional dances such as the pavan and old measures 

featured doubles prominently.
51

  

There were also certain figures that appeared in many different dances. A figure is a 

series of dance steps that follows a certain path or floor pattern. One figure that was 

extremely common in courtly dances was the ñfigure eight.ò This figure could be made by 

a single dancer starting in one spot and then making circles to each side of the starting point 

(See Figure 1: A), or by two dancers with each half of the couple making one of the circles 

(See Figure 1: B). In the latter case, the dancers always started their circles by turning 

towards the same shoulder, using rotational symmetry rather than mirror symmetry. 

                                                                 
51

 Although choreographies for popular or rustic dances do not survive for this period except in 

Arbeauôs Orchésographie, singles and doubles were used by Playford in his 1651 collection of 

country dances; they form the foundation of Baroque dance with coupés substituted for the closes; 

and singles and doubles are still found in folkdances worldwide. Therefore, it is likely that they 

were used at least some of the time in early modern popular dances. 
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Figure 1: ñFigure 8ò Floor Patterns 

 

Another popular figure was the hay. The hay is noteworthy because it is one of the 

few elements common in country and popular dances for which we have reliable 

choreographic descriptions. In the hay, dancers weave in and out of each other in the 

manner of modern-day maypole dancing or the Scottish reel. The most common version 

has the dancers ending in the same place as they start, but there are many variations. There 

is the half hay, where the top and bottom dancers in the line end in opposite places, or the 

progressive hay, in which the dancers end shifted one place over (the first dancer or leader 

becomes the last in the line, and the second dancer becomes the new leader, the third 

dancer the new second, and so on). (See Figure 2.) 

 

 

Figure 2: Half Hay for Three Dancers
 
 

 

The hay could be done in a line, in a circle, or around a square. The hay could be 

danced as an entire dance or it might feature as a section of dance. The ñBranle de la Hayò 

and ñBranle Montardeò in Arbeauôs dancing manual are line dances that alternate between 
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a ñchaseò section, where a line of dancers follows the leader around the room, and a hay 

section, where the leader of the dance does a hay through the line of dancers until he or she 

reaches the end, making the next dancer the new leader for the next iteration of the dance. 

Writers were fond of alluding to the weaving motion of dancers. In the court 

masque Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue (1618) by Ben Jonson, the character of Daedalus 

sings:  

Come on, come on! and where you go,  

  So interweave the curious knot,  

As evôn thô observer scarce may know  

  Which lines are Pleasureôs and which not. 

... 

Then, as all actions of mankind  

  are but a Laborinth, or maze,  

so let your Daunces be entwin'd,  

  yet not perplex men, unto gaze; 

 

But measurôd, and so numerous too,  

  as men may read each act you do, 

and when they see the graces meet,  

  Admire the wisdom of your feet.
52

 

 

The choreography for this masque does not survive, but the interweaving lines of the hay 

would fit well with this masqueôs theme of the maze. Phrases in the song such as 

ñinterweave the curious knotò and ñlet your Daunces be entwinôdò could refer to the hay.
53

   

Finally there are a few universal characteristics of early modern dances that bear 

mention. The vast majority of choreographed courtly dances were performed by a single 

male-female couple while everyone else watched. (See Chapter 2: Table 1.) All of the 
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 Ben Jonson, Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue, in Ben Jonson's Plays and Masques, edited by Robert 

M. Adams (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1979), p. 370 ( Act II, lines 109-202, 207-214). 
53

 Christopher Marsh gives the title page of The Country Garland (1687) as an example of a hay. 

(Marsh, Music and Society in Early Modern England, p. 336.) However, although it is possible that 

the dancers in the image were performing a dance that had a hay in it, the image itself does not 

show any interweaving motions that would identify it as a hay. Rather, I would call this a circle 

dance or round. 
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courtly dances could be danced by men or women, and, aside from the galliard, dances 

were primarily performed by men and women together.
54

 In a ball, couple dances might be 

proceeded by or alternated with processional group dances such as the pavan or measures, 

which called for a long line of couples. However, there is no evidence that dances such as 

the galliard or coranto were ever danced by more than a few couples at a time. 

When dancing as a male-female couple, the man was always on the left and the 

woman was always on the right. Even though this orientation might change during a dance, 

all dances with one or more couples began and ended in this formation. Nearly all the 

dances for which there are choreographies start on the left foot. This was true for both men 

and women. Unlike in modern-day partner dances such the waltz or tango where the man 

(or lead) and the woman (or follow) do the same or related steps with opposite feet while 

facing each other, in early modern couple dances, the man and woman always used the 

same foot when dancing at the same time. Thus, the couple either stood side by side (See 

Figure 3: A) and moved in the same direction, or they faced each other and moved in 

opposite directions (See Figure 3: B). 

 

 

Figure 3: Orientation and Movement Symmetry 
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 Julia Sutton, ñGalliard,ò in International Encyclopedia of Dance: A Project of Dance 

Perspectives Foundation, Inc., ed. Selma J. Cohen (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), vol. 

3, pp. 107-108. 
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One of the bonuses of men and women having the same footing was that their footwork 

would not change if they danced the part of the opposite gender. For example, neither the 

boy actors who played female characters on the public stage nor the cross-dressed men who 

played Maid Marion in morris dances would have to learn new footwork for those roles.
55

 

They would only have to modify their styling to show their gender as a dancer (See 

Chapter 2). 

 

Types of Dances 

 

The dance that provided the most opportunities for highlighting a dancerôs gender 

was the galliard. This was due in part to its flexibility. The galliard could be a flashy, 

technically demanding solo piece for a man; a moderately energetic duet for a man and 

woman; a section of a longer dance suite; or the basis of a dance game or competition. The 

galliard was also ubiquitous. Barbara Sparti has observed that every Italian dance treatise or 

dance music collection published or re-published between 1560-1630 included a galliard, 

and there are galliards in the extant French and Spanish dancing manuals, as well as in the 

manuscript notes describing the English old measures.
56

  

Without a doubt, the galliard was popular in England, and it is mentioned more 

frequently than any other specific dance type in printed sources. (See Table 1, above.) 

References range from laudatory metaphors to frustrated complaints and cynical quips. 

ñThe starres do daunce proud Galliardes in the skie,ò writes Thomas Greene in A Poets 

Vision, and a Princes Glorie (1603); ñwere thy feete created to dance a fine galliard, or 
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 Stephen Orgel, Impersonations: The Performance of Gender in Shakespeareôs England 

(Cambridge University Press, 1996); John Forrest, The History of Morris Dancing 1458-1750 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999). 
56

 Lutio Compasso, Ballo della Gagliarda,  (1560),ed. Barbara Sparti (Freiburg: fa-gisis, 1995), p. 

9. See Brooks, The Art of Dancing in Seventeenth-Century Spain; Payne, The Almain in Britain; 

Wilson, ñDancing in the Inns of Court.ò 
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leape a long jumpe, or runne a long race, and not rather to walke to sermons, to carrie thee 

to prisons, & to beare thee to the chambers of sicke persons?ò asks Edward Topsell, Times 

Lamentation: or An Exposition on the Prophet Joel (1599).
57

 Although the galliard is most 

closely associated with courtiers, it was also danced by barristers at the Inns of Court and 

by country ladies and gentlemen like the ñcountrey yong Gallantò who tries to impress 

everyone with his ñflouncing and frisking aboutò in Peter Colseôs Penelopes Complaint: or, 

A Mirrour for Wanton Minions (1596).
58

 

Dancing manuals provide detailed instructions for how to perform the galliard. One 

galliard step-pattern, or tempo di gagliarda, consisted of four kicks and a cadenza, or 

closing step. These five steps led to the galliardôs nickname of the cinq-pas, cinque passi, 

or sinkapace.
59

 The basic galliard had the four kicks going forwards, alternating left and 

right, but there were numerous variations including kicks to the back or side and bending or 

crossing the leg instead of keeping it straight.
60

  Like nearly every courtly dance in this 

period, galliard step-patterns started with the left foot and were then repeated with the right 

foot, since symmetry was one of the characteristics that made dances beautiful.
61

 The kicks 

and cadenza could be augmented by caprioles or capersðjumps with multiple beats or 

quick switching of the feet in the airðas well as turning jumps, spins, and other impressive 
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embellishments.
62

 ñSome in their cinqueapase did nimbly bound, / Some did the Cros-

point, some high Capers cut, / And on the toe some other turned round,ò notes Hugh 

Holland in Pancharis (1603).
 63

 Thoinot Arbeau includes several simple illustrations of 

galliard steps and embellishments in Orchésographie, including a crossing step and a 

caper. (See Figure 4.) 

 

Figure 4: Galliard Steps from Orchésographie (1589). From left to right: front kick right, 

cross step left, back kick right, capriole or caper. 

 

To come up with new galliard step variations and execute them smoothly and 

gracefully required a substantial amount of study and practice. Cesare Negri recommended 

practicing caprioles and other en lôair steps while holding onto a table and chair.
64

 There 

were even dancing manuals dedicated entirely to the galliard, such as Lutio Compassoôs 

Ballo della Gagliarda (1560) and Prospero Lutii di Sulmonaôs Opera bellissima nella 

quale si contengono molte partite, et passeggi di gagliarda (1589). These manuals 

                                                                 
62
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provided numerous variations or mutanze to help dancers put together new step 

combinations.
65

 Having a ready supply of fresh, impressive variations or ñtrickesò was 

particularly important for dances like the galliard that allowed for or demanded 

improvisation, ñhappye was he that before his Ladye coulde do the lustiest tricke.ò
66

 While 

not everyone appreciated courtiersô ñlofty galliards, which alter every day with new 

devises,ò for the most part, innovation was prized, especially when the galliard was danced 

as a male solo or as part of a competition or challenge.
67

 

Competitive galliard dancing included the tassel game, in which men took turns 

trying to elegantly kick a tassel hung above the ground. In Nobiltà di Dame, Caroso 

describes ñThe Jump To the Tasselò or Salto del fiocco:
 

Have the tassel held as high as a man---more or less, as one pleases---stand with 

your side turned toward the tassel; then raise your left foot somewhat 

(simultaneously lifting your right), and turning your entire body to the left, while 

jumping as high as you can, crossing your right leg over your left, raising your 

[right] toe high enough to touch the tassel, and landing on the ground on the same 

spot as when you began, still with your right foot.
68

  

 

Cesare Negri also describes galliard jumps and kicks used for jumps of the tassel, providing 

thirteen different versions in Le Gratie d'Amore (1602), ranging from easy to difficult.
69

 

The tassel game could be played competitively with the tassel raised higher with each 

round until all but one dancer is disqualified. Negri provides illustrations of several of these 

jumps, including one that matches Carosoôs description quite wellðat least if one flips the 
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instructions for what is done with the right or left side. (See Figure 5.) Several examples of 

the galliard being used competitively by male dancers are discussed in Chapter 2, as well. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Galliard Step with Tassel from Le Gratie d'Amore (1602). 

 

Jumping for the tassel was only done by men, but all the other kicks, turns, and 

jumps were also danced by women when the galliard was performed as a duet for a couple. 

In Carosoôs Gagliarda di Spagna (Spanish Galliard), for example, the man and women 

begin and end dancing together, with the middle of the dance containing two sets of solos.
70

 

In each set, the gentleman performs a complex galliard variation, and then the woman 

ñrepeats what the gentleman has just done.ò
71

 Having the man dance his solo first each time 

might be a nod to patriarchy, and the styling of the moves could be gendered, as discussed 

in detail in Chapter 2, but the galliard steps themselves and the combinations called for in 
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choreographies were egalitarian. During a partnerôs solo, the other dancer watched but did 

not stay so still as to ñresemble a statueò but was supposed to take a few steps, adjust his 

gloves, or fan herself in order to ñappear most graceful.ò
72

  

Gracefulness improved the galliard, as it did all dances, but it was particularly 

critical for dancing the pavan. The pavan was a slow, solemn, processional dance of Italian 

origin made up of singles and doubles (passi and seguitos), the foundational steps of all 

dances in this period.
73

 Because the steps of the pavan were quite simple, the dancerôs poise 

and grace (or lack thereof) was clearly evident. (See Figure 6.)  

 

 
 

Figure 6: A Palace Interior with Ladies and Gentlemen Dancing and Playing Music, Louis 

de Caullery, seventeenth century. A painter of the Flemish school with strong Italian 

influences, Caulleryôs serene procession of dancers most likely depicts a pavan. 
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