
51

Early Theatre 12.1 (2009)

Jennifer Nevile

‘These bookes, as I heare, are all cawled in’:  
Dance and Choreographic Records from the Stuart Masques

In the first four decades of the seventeenth century, masques became an 
expected and commonly occurring part of the Christmas and Twelfth Night 
festivities and entertainments at the English court, as well as part of the cele-
brations to mark important state events such as royal or noble weddings. 
The performances themselves were usually so well attended that the hall was 
overcrowded. On occasions a masque was repeated a few days later and those 
who were not able to gain entry to witness a performance for themselves 
were always eager to hear details of the spectacle. In 1636, for example, Hey-
wood’s Loves Mistresse was presented three times in eight days before the king, 
queen, and foreign ambassadors at the Phoenix Theatre in Drury Lane,1 while 
ten days separated the two performances of Shirley’s The Triumph of Peace, 
first performed at Whitehall before Charles I and Henrietta Maria and then 
repeated on 13 February 1634 at Merchant Taylor’s Hall: ‘The mask … was so 
well performed and well lyked as theyr Majestyes were after pleased to invite 
themselves to a supper at the Lord Maiors for a second syght of it there. … 
[On 13 February] theyr majestyes and some 70 great lordes and ladies and 
other persons of quality were entertayned at a most plentyful supper in the 
lord maiors house and, after this, a ball and the mask at Merchant Taylors 
Hall’.2 Printed and manuscript copies of the masque texts found readers 
both inside and outside court circles, and, as scholars such as Lauren Shohet 
have demonstrated, commercial publishers and booksellers expressed a ‘lively 
commercial interest in the genre’.3 The 1634 masque The Triumph of Peace, 
for example, created such a storm of public interest that it was printed and 
then reprinted three times in one year, leading to a probable output of three 
thousand copies.4 Masque texts circulated through a variety of distribution 
networks in Jacobean and Caroline England for the benefit of readers eager to 
learn about the latest political events and the political opinions and policies of 
the major protagonists in the court. At a masque performance the vast major-
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ity of the time was occupied with dancing; yet the choreographies — even 
the specially choreographed masque dances as opposed to the revels — do 
not appear in the printed or manuscript masque texts. The obvious question, 
therefore, is why were the dances seemingly ignored in the printed and manu-
script masque texts that we know today, given that contemporary interest in 
the dances and the dance performances was so high?

The most obvious explanation regarding the seemingly total absence of 
choreographic records for the English masques produced by the court, in pri-
vate homes, and by the Inns of Court, is that no easy form of choreographic 
notation existed at this period, especially for group dances with up to a dozen 
participants. Indeed, Barbara Ravelhofer has commented that the dance mas-
ters in England seem to have been allergic to dance description and writing, 
and that the learning of new dances was carried out by demonstration, imita-
tion, and practise.5 The most common form of notation at this time was a 
written description, but such description was very lengthy as it did far more 
than refer to a general description of geometrical figures, as did the sentences 
on the masque dances found in the masque texts. The form of dance notation 
as a written description, which first appeared in the mid-fifteenth-century 
Italian dance treatises, gave the number of dancers and the steps performed 
by those dancers, as well as the direction(s) in which those steps were made, 
and the relationship between the dancers as they progressed through a chor-
eography. After an explanation of the opening diagram, the first few sentences 
of Emilio de’ Cavalieri’s published choreography of the final ballo in the 1589 
Florentine intermedi reads:

This dance will be begun by seven persons, that is, four women and three men … 
All together these seven will make a riverenza with the left foot, and the continenze 
[starting by moving to] the left hand side, and a riverenza to the left, and two cangi 
[starting] with the left foot, and a seguito trangato forwards and one backwards. 
Then all the seven will move in a circle to the left hand side with four spezzate 
[starting] with the left foot, and another four scorse returning to their place.6

The choreography then continues in the same manner for another sixty-two 
lines, or three pages of printed text.7 Only two diagrams of the positions 
of the seven principal dancers, and twenty ‘chorus’ dancers at two precise 
moments appear in this publication. If the printed text had provided dia-
grams that showed every part of the floor plan, then at least sixty diagrams 
would have been required for this 253-bar choreography.8 Contemporaries 
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recognized the problem of the space required to print diagrams of all the 
dances in a spectacle. In the published account of the 1620 dance spectacle 
held in Naples, diagrams of the twenty-four dance figures for the twenty-four 
noble gentlemen dancers were included, along with the text of songs and 
some of the musical pieces. As the text states, however, the dance patterns for 
the dance of the Swans and that of the Satyrs and Apes were omitted ‘for the 
sake of brevity’ (‘avertendosi che per breuità’).9 Many of the English printed 
masque texts were relatively inexpensive, selling for two or three pennies if 
covering two sheets of paper, or four to six pennies for three or more sheets; 
that is, the same price as two to six loaves of bread.10 Any form of choreo-
graphic notation would have greatly increased the length of these texts, and 
their costs, thereby perhaps reducing the commercial attractiveness of such a 
publication.

Often a very short time delay (or indeed none at all if a text was distrib-
uted at a performance) occurred between the performance of a masque and 
the printing of the masque text. Samuel Daniel’s 1604 masque, The Vision of 
Twelve Goddesses, for example, was performed at court on 8 January. Twenty-
five days later a pirated copy of the text was already circulating, and within the 
calendar year Daniel himself felt compelled to publish his own version of the 
text. In 1605 Dudley Carleton used the imminent appearance of a printed text 
of The Masque of Blackness as an excuse not to describe the masque in detail 
to the recipient of his letter, John Chamberlain.11 The inclusion of choreo-
graphic information and/or description could have potentially increased the 
time it would take for a record of the masque to appear in a printed form. 
While Emilio de’ Cavalieri’s ballo was performed in May 1589, the publication 
by Cristoforo Malvezzi of the text and music for the six intermedi and the 
choreography of the final ballo did not appear until 1591. Given the relative 
frequency of masque production both within and outside the court between 
approximately 1600 and 1640, perhaps time prohibited the preparation of a 
complete account of a spectacle, such as that published by Malvezzi for the 
1589 wedding celebrations.

Yet in spite of all these commonsense factors that militate against the 
inclusion of choreographic description in the masque texts, equally strong 
arguments push for such an inclusion. Masques commonly alluded to cur-
rent political events, and this ‘newsworthy’ aspect of these spectacles gener-
ated intense interest.12 The crucial question, therefore, is whether the dance 
masters used their choreographies to allude to political events; that is, were 
the main masque dances also ‘purveyors of news’? In her analysis of Mr 
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Isaac’s 1713 birthday dance for Queen Anne, The Pastorall, Linda Tomko 
has rigorously demonstrated how Isaac, through his choreography — for 
instance by the use of particular steps and step sequences, by subtle modifi-
cations to steps, and by the creation of specific floor patterns — makes refer-
ence to the political stance of Queen Anne and her views of political par-
ties.13 While scholars can more easily discern political commentary in Isaac’s 
choreography because the dance was published in Feuillet notation, thereby 
ensuring we have a very detailed record of the steps and floor patterns, the 
lack of any surviving choreographies from the early seventeenth century 
does not necessarily indicate that such political commentary was absent from 
these choreographies when they were performed. As Margaret McGowan 
has remarked on the ballet performed at the French court in February 1580, 
a performance attended by the English ambassador Lord Cobham and his 
wife, this ‘performance displayed, through dance, the current political ten-
sion between the two countries and emphasized French disapproval of Span-
ish aggression’.14 While no choreographic records from this ballet survive, 
those who saw it were in no doubt as to its political intentions. Given the 
attitude to dance by Catherine de’ Medici in sixteenth-century France, and 
in seventeenth-century England by Queen Anna, surely it is not inconceiv-
able that a century before Isaac composed The Pastorall, choreographers who 
were then working at the English court also had similar aspirations for their 
art? As Tom Bishop has remarked:

In a bureaucratic and technological age, or an academic milieu, we may forget 
how much authority as a living bodily presence was important to earlier pol-
ities. Important statements of policy were made through its exercises, its tastes, 
its touches, and its posture. … Any account of the masque in performance that 
rests content with the static elaborations of emblem and motto without fixing its 
eye on the kinetic suasiveness of the dancing figure will miss much of this central 
action.15

Dance masters from the fifteenth century onwards were not isolated from, 
nor unaware of, trends in contemporary artistic thought. They wanted their 
art to participate in and to reflect current intellectual concerns. Dance mas-
ters were concerned to give meaning to their choreographies, to ensure that 
the dance practice they advocated was more than just a set of physical skills, 
and that the choreographies they created represented something more than a 
fleeting parade of pleasing patterns. The fifteenth-century Italian dance mas-
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ters were fully aware that for dance to be included (through its association 
with music) in the liberal arts, it had to be understood both on a physical 
level and at an intellectual level. The three Italian dance masters who wrote 
treatises were active during the forty years from the 1430s onwards, while 
their treatises were all written (in one version at least) by the mid 1460s. 
These decades saw a flowering of this art, and the intellectual climate that 
influenced the maestri di ballo, therefore, was the world dominated by such 
men as Leonardo Bruni, Vittorino da Feltre, Lorenzo Valla, Guarino Guarini, 
and Leon Battista Alberti, public figures who were influential in the literary, 
philosophical, artistic, and political affairs of the first half of the fifteenth 
century. It was in a world dominated by the concerns and preoccupations of 
men such as these that the dance masters lived and worked, adapting their 
choreographies and professional activities to the intellectual agenda set out by 
Alberti and his colleagues.16

The reaction of dance masters to contemporary intellectual concerns was 
not unique to fifteenth-century Italy, as it continued into the sixteenth cen-
tury in the work of Fabritio Caroso. On the title page of his revised dance 
treatise Nobiltà di dame, published in Venice in 1600, Caroso speaks of his 
‘newly corrected’ dances that have been improved since their first appearance 
in Il ballarino, nineteen years earlier.17 The corrections introduced by Caroso 
primarily involved introducing balance, repetition, and regular shapes; that 
is, changes which show affinity with the wider sixteenth-century intellectual 
discourse on the arts, and reflect the concepts found in the earlier writings 
of Vitruvius and Leon Battista Alberti.18 Caroso was neither unaware of, nor 
isolated from, current debates on artistic matters, as shown by his concern to 
provide a theory or set of rules for designing choreographies that were both 
articulated and written down, and also conformed to the prevailing theory of 
beauty in the other arts, in order that his choreographies would also be judged 
to be perfect and to epitomize grace and beauty.

From the mid-sixteenth century onwards the intellectual climate in both 
continental Europe and England fostered an interest in symbols. Indeed, the 
‘manipulation and interpretation of symbols became a popular intellectual 
sport in the sixteenth century’.19 Symbols were seen as having a great power 
both to draw heavenly power down to earth, and to help raise human under-
standing closer to a knowledge of the divine. The choreographies created for 
the sixteenth-century French court festivities, as well as for the Stuart masques, 
were based on geometric figures and patterns all of which had cosmic, allegor-
ical, and moral significance. Dance masters built the dance around a series 
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of discrete geometric figures or patterns that continually changed over the 
course of the dance. Each different re-arrangement of the geometric shapes 
of a circle, square, triangle, or symbol such as a cross, produced a new dance 
figure with a different meaning. Dance masters saw themselves as architects 
responsible for the design of a dance, in geometric and proportional terms, 
and for these choreographers the true beauty of their dances resided in the 
geometric figures. Geometrically patterned choreographies were one way in 
which cosmic influences could be magically (that is, in a hidden or occult 
manner) transported to earth and, once there, could induce the same cosmic 
harmony to operate on earth.20

Given the history of 150 or more years’ involvement by dance masters from 
Italy, England, and France in contemporary intellectual concerns and their 
creation of choreographies with allegorical and moral significance, most likely 
the masque choreographers did create dances that shared the concerns articu-
lated in other elements of the masque. If they did not, then the topicality of 
a masque would have been seriously diluted, given that their choreographies 
constituted such a major portion of the spectacle. If the choreographies did 
contain such meanings then one would expect that those who were not able 
to attend the actual performance would be eager also to know the details of 
the choreographies, as well as the plot and text of the songs, the costumes, 
stage designs, and names of the elite performers.

Another factor one would expect to increase the recording of some form of 
choreographic record, even if only in an informal mode, was the long rehearsal 
period of the dancers, a period that frequently went for five to six weeks. The 
dance masters for Oberon, Nicolas Confesse and Jeremy Herne, for example, 
were paid for six weeks’ work and rehearsals, while for the 1617 masque, The 
Vision of Delight, the dancers rehearsed for fifty days.21 Long rehearsal periods 
for the dance performers were not unique to England. A similar situation 
existed in sixteenth-century France, where ambassadors and state officials 
uttered many complaints that no business could be conducted because ‘the 
king and his courtiers were “most busy with their dancing”’.22 The rehearsal 
period for these French spectacles was usually a matter of weeks, not days, 
as the dancers were very serious about maintaining high standards for each 
performance, and none wished to appear in front of their peers ill-prepared.23 
Both English and French dance performers were thoroughly conversant with 
the styles required: they had studied dance several hours a day from child-
hood, and were skilled, and in some cases, very skilled dancers. Therefore, 
one has to ask: did any of the dancers record the step sequences, or floor 
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patterns, or diagrams of the dance figures during these weeks of rehearsal? 
In his book on The Essex House Masque, Timothy Raylor has argued that 
the source of the manuscript text of this masque was far more likely to have 
been a performance text belonging to one of the young gentlemen masquers 
who danced at the performance on 8 January 1621, rather than a retrospective 
account that had been prepared for presentation or publication.24 We thus 
have a precedent for a gentleman masquer providing information and/or a 
performance text to a relative who wished to produce a manuscript of the 
masque for his family’s records. Is it possible that other dancers provided 
choreographic information to interested relatives? This last question leads 
into the second section of this essay in which I examine what evidence exists 
for any unpublished records of the masque choreographies.

On 2 February 1604 Edward Somerset, fourth Earl of Worcester, privy 
councillor and valued advisor of James I, wrote to the Earl of Shrewsbury, also 
a member of the Privy Council, about the latest court news, including the 
masque he had seen at court one month earlier, Samuel Daniel’s The Vision 
of Twelve Goddesses:

Whereas youer Lo. saythe your wear never perticulerly advertised of the Maske, 
I have been at 6d. charge with youe to send youe the booke, which wyll inform 
youe better than I can, having noted the names of the Ladyes applyed to eche 
Goddes; and for the other, I would lykewyse have sent youe the ballet, yf I cowld 
have got yt for money; but these bookes, as I heare, are all cawled in, and in truthe 
I wyll not take uppon mee to set that downe whiche wyser then myself doe not 
understand.25

His sentence about the masque, quoted in full above, is the only reference 
to this event in the letter, and as it stands the meaning of the second half of 
the sentence is not entirely clear, the crucial phrase being ‘and for the other, I 
would lykewyse have sent youe the ballet, yf I cowld have got yt for money; 
but these bookes, as I heare, are all cawled in’. Different interpretations of 
this phrase have been offered, since questions will always remain as to first 
whether the Earl of Worcester was talking about two court events or just one, 
and second exactly what he meant by the word ‘the ballet’: a book of the 
music for the masque, or a book of the choreography.26

In early seventeenth-century England ‘ballet’ was one of the many alterna-
tive spellings of the word ‘ballad’. By the mid-seventeenth century the word 
‘ballet’ in English had become a specific term for a dance or a ball.27 The ante-
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cedents of the word ‘ballad’ in Old French, Italian, Catalan, and Portuguese, 
however, all referred to a dance or dancing, or a popular poem or song for 
dancing,28 while the Oxford English Dictionary cites three examples from the 
sixteenth century in which ‘ballad’ is used in English works to refer to ‘a song 
intended as the accompaniment to a dance’.29 The association between the 
word ‘ballad’ (and one of its alternative spellings ‘ballet’) and dancing in the 
minds of early seventeenth-century English speakers would be strengthened 
by the publication in England of foreign language dictionaries in this period. 
In John Florio’s A Worlde of Wordes published in London in 1598 the Italian 
word ‘ballata’ is defined as ‘a ballade, a song, a gigge, a roundelaie’.30 Florio 
thus equates a ballad with two dances: a jig and a roundelaie.31 The bound-
aries between dancing and a ‘ballad’, a song used to accompany dancing, 
seem to be quite fluid at this period. Further arguments point to the know-
ledge and use of ‘ballet’ by English speakers to mean dance circa 1600. Signifi-
cantly Randle Cotgrave’s French dictionary defines ‘ballet’ as ‘a dauncing’.32 
Consideration should be given to the presence of French dance masters and 
musicians at the English court, as well as the observation and description of 
danced spectacles (or ballets as their French hosts called them) at the French 
court by visiting English ambassadors and delegations for at least the preced-
ing thirty years. All of these circumstances would have familiarized English 
speakers with the French use of ‘ballet’ as referring to dancing.

After taking the preceding arguments into consideration surely one feas-
ible interpretation of this letter is that by his use of the word ‘ballet’ the Earl 
of Worcester was referring to a record — of some sort — of the choreograph-
ies in Daniel’s masque. If this possibility is accepted then several interesting 
implications arise from this view. First, these words imply that there were 
‘bookes’ or some sort of written record of the masque dances and that this 
choreographic record was separate and distinct from the record of the spoken 
text of the masque; second, that these books were potentially available for 
purchase; and last, that more than one copy of the book or written record of 
the choreographies circulated. This letter furthermore implies that Somerset 
expected that a record for the choreographies should have been available for 
him to send with the text of the masque. Nothing indicates that the presence 
of these books for the ballet was a unique or extraordinary occurrence for this 
masque in particular. While a great deal of evidence pertaining to the distri-
bution of masque texts survives, this letter is one of the few pieces of evidence 
that suggest a record of the masque choreographies also once existed.
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The same passage also raises several intriguing questions about the creation 
of these books. Somerset wrote ‘but these bookes, as I heare, are all cawled in’. 
Who called these books in, and why were they called in? The phrase ‘calling 
in’ was used at this time by printers who had found errors in the printed text, 
and also by censors who did not want a book distributed. Whether either 
group was involved in this particular case is unclear. Who gave Somerset the 
information that the books had been recalled, and who wrote the original 
book or record of the ‘ballet’? Was it the choreographer of the masque, or 
another person, and was this author the same person who made multiple 
copies of the original document so that Somerset in his letter could refer to 
‘bookes’ in the plural? If the Earl of Worcester, a nobleman, courtier, and 
privy councillor, was not able to obtain a copy of this material, then, one 
wonders, who could? Furthermore, of what did the book of the ballet consist? 
Was it a general description of the dances and the underlying conceit, with 
a few general descriptions of the patterns of the dances? Or was it a more 
detailed record of the choreographies with specific information as to the step 
sequences, floor plan, and dance figures of the masque dances? Or did the 
book contain a separate set of instructions for each dancer, just as if it were 
an actor’s part-book?

One would have to assume that the books which were called in contained 
a far more substantial amount of information on the choreography than was 
present in Daniel’s published text, as the choreographic information given by 
Daniel is sparse.33 If they did not, then these books would not have contrib-
uted much to an understanding of the dance performances, and there would 
have been no point in Somerset’s trying to obtain a copy of the book of the 
ballet to send to the Earl of Shrewsbury.

In the period between 1627 and 1633 the poet Georg Rudolf Weckherlin, 
who was secretary to Lord Conway the then Secretary of State, composed 
two drafts for a masque he had devised for Henrietta Maria. In one of the 
drafts Weckherlin included a diagram of the opening formation of the ‘grand 
ballet’ which would end the masque.34 While his proposal did not come to 
fruition, Weckherlin had had a successful career as an author and producer of 
masques for the Duke of Württemberg’s court at Stuttgart from 1616 to 1618. 
As part of his duties as secretary to the duke, Weckherlin not only created 
several ballets but he also produced detailed accounts of the festivals in these 
three years.35 The record for the 1618 festival included an engraving of the 
twelve male dancers at one moment of the ballet, as well as images of seven of 
the choreographic figures performed by the twelve dancers. Thus Weckherlin 
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had had personal experience of one of the common forms of dance notation 
at that time. One can only speculate as to whether Weckherlin would have 
produced a similar record of his proposed ballet for Henrietta Maria if it had 
gone ahead. But the requirement for a draft of a dance master’s ideas for his 
proposed masque choreographies to present to the royal, or noble, instigator 
of a masque must have been common, especially given the royal interest in 
the creation of danced spectacles, as well as in their performance in them. 
This very procedure Beaujoyeulx claims happened in the creation of the Balet 
Comique, where the queen of France ordered him ‘to draw up a plan for her’ 
(‘luy dresser quelque dessein’). Beaujoyeulx continues: ‘When I had written 
it [the plan] out I immediately went back to the court to present it to the 
Queen … Her Majesty, after having me read the discourse in the presence of 
several princesses and ladies who were with her — when my work had been 
examined, commanded me to carry out my plan forthwith’.36

Among the surviving records from the 1634 Inns of Court masque, The 
Triumph of Peace, are documents in the hand of Bulstrode Whitelocke,37 who 
was a member of, or had links with, several of the subcommittees set up to 
deal with parts of the spectacle.38 Among these documents are seven diagrams 
that show the arrangements of the musicians and singers at various times dur-
ing the performance. All seven depict geometrical arrangements,39 and two 
of these diagrams consist of dots, one of which is diamond-shaped, and the 
second, which is a more complicated but symmetrical arrangement.40

If lists and diagrams were produced for the relevant subcommittee that 
showed the placement of the musicians, surely even more crucial would be 
diagrams showing the arrangements of the dancers? Bureaucrats in charge 
of organizing an event always require documentation, especially when mon-
ies are being dispersed. Would not the subcommittee in charge of dancing 
therefore have required written documents to outline, or to detail, what was 
being proposed by the dance masters Sebastian La Pierre and Etienne Nau? 
Certainly the sums being paid to these two men were quite large; that is, one 
hundred pounds each, equal to that paid to the composers William Lawes 
and Simon Ives.41 Peter Walls has concluded that these diagrams ‘represent 
not a record of final decisions about blocking so much as sketches made in 
the course of discussions with the music committee’.42 If the music commit-
tee required sketches, would not the dance subcommittee have followed a 
similar course?

Representing the position of dancers as dots was a common practice at 
this time, particularly in northern European dance manuscripts. The best 
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illustration of this practice is the notebook of a French dance master who was 
working in Brussels circa 1614–19, which contains twenty-seven folios of over 
four hundred and fifty dance figures for five to sixteen dancers recorded in 
this manner.43 These figures can be divided into several categories. The lar-
gest category comprises figures whose name is descriptive of their shape, and 
whose shape represents a physical object, such as ‘batoir’ (bat), ‘ceur’ (heart), 
‘croi’ (cross) or ‘estoille’ (star). The second category is composed of figures 
in the form of geometrical shapes, the prime example in this category being 
the pyramid figures, and the figures in the shape of a lozenge or diamond. 
The third main category of figures is made up of composite figures in which 
discreet geometric shapes are combined to form a larger shape; for example, 
a star formed by a circle and four triangles, a star with four triangles and a 
lozenge at its centre, or a lozenge created with four triangles. Many of the 
figures in this notebook are recorded in two ways, with one being the reverse 
of the other; for example, pyramids whose apex is at the top of the page, and 
reverse pyramids whose apex points towards the bottom of the page. Com-
posite figures are also treated in the same manner. The presence of so many 
reverse images of individual figures is significant, as it points to the fact that 
the notebook is a relatively systematic record and codification of a large num-
ber of different shapes which could be used by a dance master in the creation 
of a newly-composed choreography for a court spectacle.44

La Pierre and Nau who choreographed dances for The Triumph of Peace 
were French, as were about half of the dance masters working in early Stu-
art London, and most of these men were connected with the court.45 In 
the 1610s and 1620s the French court employed dance masters such as Noel 
La Motte and Jacques Cordier, the latter of whom continued in Henrietta 
Maria’s employment after she moved to England in 1625.46 The knowledge 
of continental European dance notation practices among the dance masters 
responsible for masque choreographies in England therefore would have been 
high. Ben Jonson himself was not unaware of European precedents in pub-
lishing full accounts of danced spectacles, as he owned a copy of Beaujoyeulx’s 
1581 Balet Comique.47 One has to ask the question: why were French models 
of choreographic description and publication not followed in England? Or, to 
put the question another way, what were the characteristics of the 1581 French 
ballet, and the 1589 Florentine intermedi that assisted the publication of these 
two dance spectacles, publications which included far more choreographic 
information than was the case in the English masque texts, both printed and 
manuscript?48
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The first characteristic shared by the 1580s spectacles, but not by the 
English masques, was the fact that in the two former events the producer 
and/or director of the multi-media events also choreographed the dances. 
Both Beaujoyeulx and Cavalieri were responsible for the choreography, and 
therefore, perhaps, had more incentive and interest in recording their own 
creations and contributions as well as those of their collaborators. Certainly 
both these gentlemen, being the creators of the choreographies, would have 
had a very detailed and clear knowledge of what was performed, and would 
have had few problems in transferring that knowledge to paper.49 In previous 
spectacles at the French court, for example at Bayonne in 1565 and Fontaine-
bleau in 1564, the proceedings were directed not by the choreographer but by 
the poet, who ‘dictated to other artists the content of their work’.50 Thus the 
Balet Comique departed from earlier models in this respect, and this departure 
may have contributed towards the publication of this choreographic record. 
Both Beaujoyeulx and Cavalieri were also musicians, and so would have been 
in a position to check both the musical and the choreographic ‘text’ as it 
appeared on the proof pages.

A second suggestion as to why dance and music were both afforded a far 
more prominent place in the published description of the Balet Comique than 
in the Jacobean and Caroline masques was Beaujoyeulx’s association with 
the work and aims of Antoine de Baïf ’s Académie de Poésie et de Musique.51 
The choral music in this work was written in the style of musique mesurée, 
and Beaujoyeulx made it clear in his ‘Explanation to the Reader’ that he 
was concerned with presenting an artistic work that combined the effect of 
both music and dance. ‘I decided it would not be a bad idea to mix one and 
the other together and to diversify the music with poetry and weave music 
into the poetry, and most often to merge the two together; for in antiquity 
they never recited poetry without music, and Orpheus never played with-
out words. I have, however, given first place and honour to the dance’.52 
Baïf and Pierre de Ronsard both contributed verses to the Balet Comique, 
while Lambert de Beaulieu, who composed the music, was also a member of 
Baïf ’s Académie.53 The Balet Comique was therefore specifically aligned with 
an organized intellectual circle of poets and musicians, who, for over a dec-
ade, had been concerned with exploring and demonstrating the enhanced 
power of music when combined with other arts to affect the emotions of the 
listeners, or spectators.54 An association with a formal organization like Baïf ’s 
Academy may have provided much more of an incentive to get the descrip-
tion of the dances included in the publication of the spectacle, far more than 
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if the work were only tied to one individual’s desire for self-promotion. The 
association with, and/or participation in, a recognized intellectual movement 
that counted among its supporters men of wealth and position in society may 
have also eased any financial burden associated with publishing a long and 
detailed description of a spectacle. Not a great deal is known about the lives of 
the dance masters who worked for the English court in the first four decades 
of the seventeenth century, but what is known does not suggest that they were 
in a position of underwrite or to engage in large-scale publishing ventures.

The Stuart masques were multi-media spectacles, at which the majority 
of the time was devoted to dancing, and yet the choreographic information 
which has survived from all these performances is slight. While contempor-
ary interest in the masques was intense, with printed and manuscript copies 
of the text of the masque circulating within the ambit of the court as well 
as outside of it, specific choreographic information was omitted from these 
texts. This paradox lies at the heart of this essay; that is, why were the dances 
seemingly ignored in the printed and manuscript masque texts that we know 
today, given that contemporary interest in the dances and the dance perform-
ances was so high? When we consider the wider picture of the dance masters 
and their activities in Italy and France as well as England, however, common-
sense reasons for such an omission are obvious; yet we also find equally strong 
arguments for the inclusion of choreographic information. Perhaps our mod-
ern assumption of the absence of contemporary choreographic records is a 
little premature, and indeed more choreographic information may have been 
recorded than we have hitherto realized.
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ments on the earlier version of this essay, and also the journal’s two anonymous read-
ers whose suggestions improved the final version, as well as Barbara Ravelhofer and 
Linda Phyllis Austern for their thoughts on the Earl of Worcester’s letter.
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