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What are the key concepts of Renaissance Dance? 

Introduction and Renaissance Concepts 

The key concepts of Renaissance dance that come to the fore in its historiography are the new 

choreographies, such the Basse Danse and the Galliard which, particularly in the circumstance of the 

Galliard, have become a symbol of the time. The evolution of Renaissance dance was catalysed by 

the rise of the dancing master and its context within the wider artistic and cultural movement of the 

Renaissance. Its historiography is scattered with works from different disciplines, chronological, 

social, and dance in practice for example. An interdisciplinary study of the Basse Danse and Galliard 

therefore will contextualise it within Renaissance trends and explore the use of the term, ‘the age of 

the galliard’.1 The shift from the Basse Danse to new styles and trends such as the Galliard might 

uncover the wider shifts and trends indicative of Renaissance dance as a whole. 

The cultural and artistic movement of the Renaissance gave Italian dance a new sense of vigour 

which in turn disseminated throughout the French and English Courts in particular. The rise of the 

individual and the humanist notion that people had a choice and more control over their destiny 

allowed for a greater sense of individuality to emerge and possibilities in rising in social status 

through skill rather than solely relying on fate. This concept may underline the rise in status of the 

dancing master. The renewed sense of ambition coupled with a liberal education created 

professional dancers who were also theorists and their trade became part of the flourishing arts of 

the Italian Renaissance.  

During the Renaissance, the development of mathematical perspective and a rise in the study of 

antiquity influencing the theories of architecture, meant that Italian spaces were designed with a 

greater emphasis on proportion. Often the rooms were very long and narrow, and the dancers 

processed in a file along them, a pattern typical of the Basse Danse.2 Belinda Quiery comments on 

the use of this type of space by Domenico de Ferrara, (sometimes referred to as Domenico de 

Piacenza), an Italian dancing master, (c.1400-1470).3 She draws on three qualities that he specified 

for good dancing. The first, misura, meaning proportion.4 This links to Renaissance architecture but 

also to the study of antiquity for example, Plato’s use of mathematics and proportion with numbers. 

The second, memoria, refers to the “conception of the dance as a whole” and compartimento, refers 

                                                           
1 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937). 
2 B. Quiery, May I Have The Pleasure? The Story of Popular Dancing (London, 1976) 27. 
3 Ibid . 
4 Ibid . 



2 
 

to the spatial awareness of the group within the proportions of the space, maintaining correct 

distances between bodies and architectural features.5 

As well as embedding dance with theories of proportion, developments in architecture had a 

profound effect on the evolution of dance in terms of its practical implications. The use of marble in 

architecture from the antique style led to a rise in marble floors over rushes which impacted on the 

movements available for dancing.6 This allowed for more intricate control over the footwork which 

can be seen in the “rise and fall of the body from the insteps”, in the 15th Century.7 Delicate 

footwork and balance such as the movimento danced in the Italian courts would be effected by an 

uneven floor and also would have been less visible. Evolving towards the Galliard, high kicks and fast 

footwork would have been undermined by lose floor coverings. 

The search for order through pattern and proportion that informed Renaissance architecture links to 

Neoplatonic thought and the notion of an alternative realm where a perfect version of the world 

exists. The “amalgam of Platonic-Pythagorean conceptions” embedded many Renaissance 

choreographies with complex symbolic meaning.8 Fraҫoise Carter discusses the proportions and 

symbolism of numbers that applied to the repetitions of steps and phrases, and to geometric floor 

patterns of dance.9 By dancing specific symbolic patterns and structuring choreographic vocabulary 

according to particular numbers of proportions, Renaissance dance was believed to be symbolising 

another plane. An “ideal world cleansed of evil, not as it is but as it could be”, was reflected in the 

idealism of Renaissance art and in the strive for order and perfection in the formation and dissolving 

of floor patterns in dance.10 The concept of restoring harmony through pattern and geometry can be 

applied to the “body politic”.11 The dancers believed that their performance had the power to 

“‘harmonize’ the souls of those who watched”. In this way the performance of Renaissance dance 

was transformative, something changed, or was believed at the time to have changed as a result. 

This “body politic”, in Renaissance courts came out of belief that the body had the ability to restore 

the political state to peace and harmony.12 For example, the Duc d’Abjou’s election in 1573, was 

documented with star formations and inward facing circles, “an obvious symbol of concord and unity 

                                                           
5 B. Quiery, May I Have The Pleasure? The Story of Popular Dancing (London, 1976) 27. 
6 M. Wood, Historical Dances: 12th to 19th Century: their manner of performance and their place in the social 
life of the time, (London, 1964) 27. 
7 B. Quiery, op. cit., 24. 
8 Ibid ., 42. 
9 F. Carter, ‘Number Symbolism and Renaissance Choreography’, Dance Research, 3 (March 1992) 21-39. 
10 Ibid ., 21. 
11 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 2. 
12 Ibid . 
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created by the use of the tetrad and four triads”.13 Although it was pointed out by Margaret 

McCowan that mathematically structured dances already existed in medieval dance, geometric 

patterns, became more elaborate as the dances themselves became more complex during the 

Renaissance, allowing for geometry in the choreography. Ingrid Brainard, links Domenico de 

Ferrara’s choreography to the use of these geometrical shapes.14 This concept diminished as 

Enlightenment thinking grew in the 17th to 18th Century.15 

The rise of the dancing master was a key aspect in the evolving status and documentation of dance 

and occurred as a result of Humanist thinking during the period. Teaching, choreographing and 

writing about dance became a profession with a potential for high status.16 For example, dancing 

masters were hired to teach the Nobles and Royal families of the court, potentially developing close 

relationships as the “companions of princes”.17 Domenico De Ferrara choreographed for the d’Este 

court in Italy and performed in public, partnering women from leading families.18 Several dancing 

masters emerged each publishing writing on their work.19 These dancing masters were the key 

players in terms of documentary evidence of their work, referred to widely in dance historiography. 

They often had multiple roles, a feature of Italian humanists, such as musicians and scholars, 

drawing dance into the arts alongside music and poetry for example.20 The growing documentation 

of dance particularly in treatises began to give it a recorded legacy. It also helped to raise the 

dancing master’s status. The treatise surrounded dance in theory, linking it and the master to a 

Renaissance liberal education. Domenico De Ferrara’s De Arte saltandi et choerus ducendi, outlined 

principles surrounding the art of dancing.21 Choreographies designed by the master were recorded 

and set, effecting the permutations of the particular type of dance. In addition, the treatises were 

shared between courts, contributing towards the sharing of influences and sense of competition. 

                                                           
13 F. Carter, ‘Number Symbolism and Renaissance Choreography’, Dance Research, 3 (March 1992) 25. The 
tetrad and the triad were used in the groupings of two and three. 
14 Ibid ., 25. 
15 Ibid ., 21-39. 
16 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 17. 
17 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937) 299. 
18 J. Neville, op. cit., 36. 
19 Antonio Cornazzano of Ferrara wrote the Libro dell’arte (1455—1465), Domenico of Ferrara (also referred to 
as Domenico De Piacenza), De arte saltandi et choreas decendi  (1460), Gugliemo Ebreco of Pesaro, De 
Practicha seu tripudi vulghare opusculum (late 15th C), Thoinot Arbeau of Dijon, L’Orchésographie (1558), 
Fabritio Caroso of Sermoneta, Il Balerion (1581) and Caesare Negri of Milan, Nuove invention di balli (1604). N. 
Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in Theatre 
and Performance, 26:3 (2006) 264. 
20 J. Neville, op. cit., 5. 
21 G. Kassing, History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approach (USA, 2007) 72. 
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Historiography 

There is no one definition of dance in this period, as a constantly evolving discipline Renaissance 

dance has become whatever it happened to be at any specific time on its journey through to the 

Baroque and beyond. The historiography reflects this, in that it plots the development of specific 

dances such as the Basse Danse and how they evolved, rather than defining a movement or school 

as in the story of art for example. There are however emerging characteristics and links between 

dances and the courts of England, France and Italy. A predominant section of the bibliography 

including Melusine Wood,22 Joan Cass23 and Gayle Kassing24 for example, describe dancing styles 

throughout time giving a few pages or chapters only to Renaissance dance, contextualising it as part 

of a much larger chronology. Examples of events and patrons are sporadic and their marrying with 

descriptions of dancing steps and what actually was embodied at the event even fewer. This is 

typical of a discipline that is transient, embodied and often semi-improvised. Descriptions and 

records become an art in themselves, not necessarily what actually happened. Curt Sachs25 and 

Frances Rust26 fall into this category to some extent, however their works include chapters on social 

relationships with dance that move towards a more interdisciplinary approach. 

 

Additionally, there is a section of historiography written for dancers; focusing on the actual steps, 

how they were executed, what they were called and how they formed specific choreographies. They 

comprise of a form of notation and documentation to aid a choreographer in the reconstruction and 

execution of historical dance. Different interpretations are often accounted for within the text, 

balancing the tension between historical accuracy and how to fill in the gaps of knowledge with 

appropriate possibilities. These texts are particularly important in understanding what terms such as 

movimento actually meant and felt to the dancer.27 How the movements translated from the page to 

the body and what the formations looked like. The temporality of dance calls for experiential 

interpretation as it exists in the body, in the moment however this expands into current debate of 

living history and its limitations and possibilities. 

 

                                                           
22 M. Wood, Historical Dances: 12th to 19th Century: their manner of performance and their place in the social 
life of the time, (London, 1964). 
23 J. Cass, Dancing through History (London, 1993). 
24 G. Kassing, History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approach (USA, 2007). 
25 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937). 
26 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969). 
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Several dance companies, perform and workshop historical dance including European Renaissance 

court dances. They are also involved in current interpretations, flagging up many opportunities for 

debate both formal and informal, through the practice of embodying the choreographies. Nonsuch 

Historical Dance Company for example, has published its own series of books backing up their work 

with historical accuracy, outlining artistic choices that they have taken, drawing attention to current 

debate. A particular dance for trios, for example was performed holding hands until attention was 

drawn to an illustration from a treatise, (see illustration 2). The central male dancer is depicted 

supporting the little fingers of two flanking female dancers. Nonsuch Company transposed the 

position of the fingers to their choreography to explore whether it was simply an addition by the 

artist, the position is still debated today.28 The Early Dance Circle provides bibliographies, and 

funding for projects in the research and teaching of historical dance which contributes to the 

emergence of new current debate.29 

 

An interdisciplinary approach taken by Jennifer Neville reveals that dance had the potential to 

perform multiple functions within 15th and 16th Century society. By addressing the socio-political 

nexus of dance, more is explored with regards to its context and functions than many other studies. 

Neville addresses the gap in historiography up to the 19th Century and sought to explore historical 

dance, its relationship with music and “its relationship with other contemporary artistic practices, 

and its place in the moral and theological debates, both in terms of the human condition and also in 

wider cosmological terms”.30 “Power and social control” was demonstrated by the magnificence of 

display for example, dance often formed part of a spectacle of larger celebrations and events.31 

Processional choreographies allowed participants of the dance to be seen partnering particular 

people, in a particular order wearing specific jewellery and rich clothing. The order of individuals 

within a line or procession of the dance would reflect their hierarchy, in addition, a guest of honour 

would begin the dancing or at a wedding, the bride would take priority.32 The exclusivity of certain 

postures and choreographies known only to that court could have distanced a lower class viewer or 

foreign visitor. The use of choreography “at the centre of policy” rose in the 16th Century. For 

example, Catherine de Medici hosted a combination of Catholics and Protestants in a series of 

events at Fontainebleau, 1564. Dance was used to create harmony and release tension and was 

                                                           
28 Nonsuch workshops summers of 2012/13. 
29 ‘The Early Dance Circle’, Accessed 01/01/2014, www.earlydancecircle.co.uk/ 
30 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 2. 
31 Ibid ., 80. 
32 Ibid ., 83. 
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recognised as a “process of reconciliation by the French ambassador”.33 Dance gave the opportunity 

for noble peers of different sexes to interact on an intimate level. The use of touch and eye contact 

within choreographies formed a “ritualized courtship”, where narratives of courting relationships 

were dramatized within the dance but also ‘lived’ between the dancers.34 

Although courtly dance both in its execution and choreography both defined and challenged roles 

and relationships between the sexes, little is written on what it reveals about gender at the time. 

Studies such as Barbara Sparti’s Isabella and the Dancing Este Brides, 1473-1514, draw together 

examples of female patrons of dance and their place within political and social events, however 

emphasis is given to narrative over an analysis of what the patronisation revealed about gender.35 

Closing the space between partners and sometimes requiring physical contact beyond that of 

holding hands, created intimate moments between peers often ritualised in the narrative of the 

dances choreographed on those themes.36 The development of the Galliard from a couple dance to 

that of a competition between two male noblemen could reveal notions of masculinity and the 

changing role of the courtier from the role of a warrior to domesticated courtier at this time, finding 

an outlet for sporting competition. 

 

Dance was interdisciplinary in itself, often relating to poetry, literature, music and even medicine.37 

Jim Hoskins looks at the relationship between dance and literature, in particular that of 

Shakespeare, in plotting the references to dance in his plays to suggesting what was danced and 

why.38 Necla Ҫikigil looked more in depth at the structures of the dances and how they relate to and 

possibly influence the form and structure of the text in Shakespeare’s Italian plays.39 Dance’s 

multiple functions in court life also allow it to be read in terms of a social and political context as 

well as a purely artistic one. In this sense the role of dance in Renaissance society is firmly 

established however it is difficult to define renaissance dance as ‘the age of the Basse Danse’ or ‘the 

age of the Galliard’, when so many other dances performed socio-political functions. Therefore an 

interdisciplinary approach to their study will reveal their contribution to society at that time and 

                                                           
33 M. McGowan., ‘Dance in Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Century France’ in Neville, J., (ed), Dance, 
Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 90-110. 
34 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 81. 
35 M. Brooks, (ed), Women’s Work: Making Dance in Europe before 1800 (Wisconsin, 2007). 
36 Nonsuch historical dance workshops; the Torneo Amoroso choreography, ritualises an argument between 
lovers where they slap each other’s hands. 
37 A. Arcangeli, ‘Dance and Health, The Renaissance Physician’s view’ in ‘Dance Under Trial: The Moral Debate 
1200-1600’, Dance Research 12:2 (Autumn 1994) 127-55. 
38 J. Hoskins, The Dances of Shakespeare (London, 2005). 
39 N. Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, 26:3 (2006), 263-272. 
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whether they were an indicative marker of the Renaissance aspects and influences that have been 

identified. 

Case Study 

Transitioning into the 15th Century, dance was a part of everyday life both for the lower classes and 

the elite. The function of dance and the role it played in Renaissance courts was changeable 

according to the event, its social and performative context. Its form, documentation and transition 

from a purely social activity to a highly skilled, high status one occurred throughout the Renaissance 

period and was informed by this context. The constant state of change however, coupled with a 

continuation of dances and styles both from medieval and into the baroque periods muddies its 

definition as an independent genre. In order to draw attention to its evolution specifically, changes 

and new innovations predominate, an approach outlined by Sachs in 1937 and commonly adopted 

throughout dance historiography.40 The 15th Century has been defined as the age of the Basse 

Danse, particularly in France and Italy with “the age of the Galliard”,41 following, which began in Italy 

and flourished in the 16th Century Elizabethan court.42 43 Kassing dates the evolution of the Basse 

Danse from 1300-1550’s and states that it was “most associated with aristocratic society during the 

Renaissance”.44 When looking at Court dancing, it is this period that is referred to as the “century of 

the basse danse in France and Italy” by Frances Rust.45 Forty-nine versions were published in France, 

reiterating the material from the Golden Manuscript, printed earlier c. early 15th Century.46 Rust 

states that between those times therefore the dance did not change, which stands out when written 

on a subject that is so ambiguous and constantly evolving. In 1521, “Robert Copelande published a 

French Grammar with the Appendix: ‘Manner of dancynge of bace danses after the use of France’.”47 

This not only evidences the influence of French dancing on England, but also places dance within a 

moral and ethical context. Referring to its role in the expression or improvement of grace and 

manners within the court. This exemplifies Neville’s comments on dance and its place in “moral 

debates”.48 

                                                           
40 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937). 
41 Ibid . 
42 N. Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, 26:3 (2006). 
43 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969). 
44 G. Kassing, History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approach (USA, 2007) 80. 
45 F. Rust, op. cit., 41. 
46 Ibid . 
47 Ibid ., 40. 
48 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008) 2. 
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The Basse Danse, derived from the Estampie,49 referred to as the first court dance, manifested in 

both French and Italian versions, Rust comments that the medieval French version infiltrated 

Europe.50 Both Wood and Rust discuss the Italian style; its mixture of Saltarello51 steps and influence 

of the Farendole52 where the dancers move in file.53 The French style was performed in a ¾ time 

signature, structured in four bar phrases, with four different steps; simples, doubles a reprise and 

branle.54 They were arranged according to rules and formed a procession.55 Late 14th to early 15th 

Century dress became longer and heavier in England after the French fashion. Rust, drawing on the 

social implications of dance noted that this type of dress favoured a dignified procession, placing the 

Basse Danse in the role of displaying magnificence in costume and jewellery to court members.56 

Rust also applies the processional style to social hierarchy. Commenting that it reflected the social 

rank of the participants, their placing within the formation decided according to rank.57 This places 

Rust and the Basse Danse in line with Neville’s commentary on “power and social control” discussed 

earlier.58 Although authors stress its solemnity, the staging of such a dance with grand costume and 

high ranking nobles evokes an image of richness, grandeur, style and hierarchy. The walking or 

gliding dance allowed for socializing and displaying grace and etiquette which was valued by court 

members.59 The French version also made use of floor pattern, processing up and down the centre 

of the space.60 This part of the choreography parallels the developments in influential Italian 

architecture discussed above, where rooms were becoming larger and fireplaces moved from the 

centre to the wall.61 In the 15th Century, new trends in French dress were adopted in England, for 

                                                           
49 In the Estampie, the couple moved forward and back in ¾ time sometimes stamping or trotting. D. Kassing, 
History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approach (USA, 2007).  
50 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969) 36. 
51 The Saltarello was a circular dance consisting of three steps and a hop, later replaced with rises instead of 
leaps in the 15th Century. Its music was linked to the Basse Danse, but in double time. D. Kassing, op. cit., 81. 
52 The Farandole consisted of walking and hopping in a linked line that travelled a labyrinth floor pattern. B. 
Quiery, May I Have The Pleasure? The Story of Popular Dancing (London, 1976) 11. 
53 M. Wood, Historical Dances: 12th to 19th Century: their manner of performance and their place in the social 
life of the time, (London, 1964) 26 and 30. 
54 Simples, consisted of a step and join, doubles, three steps and join and reprises were a slow backwards, low 
level step taking three counts, closing on the fourth count. The Branle was a swaying, chain dance often 
performed in the round. B. Quiery, op. cit., 21. 
55 Ibid . 
56 F. Rust, op. cit., 36. 
57 Ibid ., 36. 
58 J. Neville, (ed), Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750 (USA, 2008). 
59 G. Kassing, op. cit., 80. 
60 J. Neville, op. cit., 31. 
61 G. Kassing, op. cit., 81. 
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example the men wearing shorter, tighter clothes allowed for more intricate footwork from France 

also.62  

15th Century Italian Basse Danses were embodied with stylistic elements that grew out of early 

Renaissance thinking at the time. The Italian dancing master, Domenico De Ferrara outlined that the 

“dancer must rise and fall gently, as a gondola rises and falls on the little waves of the lagoon. He 

must dance with feeling and imagination, or he will fail”.63 This “rise and fall”,64 was a new sense of 

lightness on the toes or elevation, termed as aiere, and maniera, the angling of the shoulders in 

opposition to the front foot. These two aspects combined with dance steps was referred to as 

movimento.65 This sense of graceful ease and subtle twisting of the body parallels the use of 

contraposto in Early Renaissance art which was often used to angle parts of the body in opposition 

to each other, creating a sense of movement. For example, the figure of the angel in the early 

Renaissance painting Tobias and the Angel, seems to glide on her toes, her angled shoulders 

balancing the composition of her outstretched legs, with the opposite shoulder to the front foot 

forward.66 (See illustration 1). 

Moving into the 16th Century and the High Renaissance, there was an increase in the influence of 

Italian culture and a rise in livelier dances for example, the Galliard. Originally, the Galliard was an 

‘after dance’ for the Pavanne.67 During this time, the Galliard became a dance in its own right and 

developed a new form and status. “A desire for separation, classification and purification”, ran 

through intellectual life and changes in court dance parallel this Humanist thought.68 There was a 

rejection of mixed styles within the dances. The popularity of the Basse Danse decreased and Sachs 

points out the Saltarello measures within the Basse Danse as a multiplicity, at odds with the new 

trend for purity of form and style within individual dances.69 The Galliard consisted of springs, leaps 

and kicks, performed in a lively 6/8 rhythm, leaping on the fifth beat. Sachs described it as “bold and 

wanton”, lacking the gliding steps of previous dances.70 The Italian dances new to this period; La 

                                                           
62 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969) 37. 
63 M. Wood, Historical Dances: 12th to 19th Century: their manner of performance and their place in the social 
life of the time, (London, 1964) 31. 
64 B. Quiery, May I Have The Pleasure? The Story of Popular Dancing (London, 1976) 26. 
65 N. Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, 26:3 (2006) 266. 
66 B. Quiery, op. cit., 29. 
67 The Pavanne, was a slow processional dance, similar to the Basse Danse. 
68 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937) 346. 
69 Ibid . 
70 Ibid ., 359. 
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Volta, Coranto and the Galliard infiltrated the English Court, in particular Elizabethan dancing.71 The 

Galliard was first found in England in 1541, and has become, alongside La Volta, a symbolic dance of 

Elizabethan England.72 Queen Elizabeth was observed by a foreign visitor dancing: 

In “1599 her share in the Twelfth Night revels was reported to Spain with caustic comment: ‘The Head 

of The Church of England and Ireland was to be seen in her old age dancing three or four galliards’.”73 

Sachs classified a period of Renaissance dance as “The Age of the Galliard, 1500-1650” in 1937.74 

Rust, writing thirty years later uses a similar terminology as does Ҫikigil in 2006. Sachs is also cited by 

Rust several times. The Galliard emerged as lively and popular during a period where the solemn 

dances became even more so and the lively dances separated, forming their own genre. Thoinot 

Arbeau took fifty pages to cover the variations of the Galliard, which was the only dance performed 

holding the hat in hand, leaving the head bare.75 Sachs’ chapter however discusses several lively 

dances and although emphasis is given to the Galliard, the term seems to represent a new genre of 

“excited” dances rather than focusing on the Galliard alone.76 

A form of the Galliard with a sense of narrative could express notions of gender at the time. The 

dance began as a couple dance and then, the female retreated, allowing her male partner to 

increase the virtuosity in his steps. This was repeated with each male solo building in intensity from 

the first. Sachs calls this a “familiar play of courtship and coyness”.77 It was the role of the female 

courtier to be shy and coy, this coupled with her retreating movements emphasized the vigour of 

the male courtier’s dance vocabulary and therefore his power and her subordination within the 

dance. The female role was “to admire the man, occasionally performing only so he can catch his 

breath ready to go again.”78 Quiery noted that the spatial patterns between couples were essential 

to all other dances which would not be able to be performed as a solo, in the Galliard however, the 

female role is “spatially negligible”.79 This format could reveal further behaviour patterns according 

to gender. The masculinity of the male solo was increased by a sense of competition, improving on 

his own performance each time. This strive for perfection indicative of the Renaissance courtier 

could have driven the Galliard to evolve into to an all-male competition dance enhanced by the role 

                                                           
71 N. Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, 26:3 (2006) 265. 
72 C. Sachs, World History of the Dance (New York, 1937) 359. 
73 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969) 45. 
74 C. Sachs, op. cit., 344. 
75 Ibid ., 359. 
76 Ibid ., 347. 
77  Ibid ., 359. 
78 B. Quiery, May I Have The Pleasure? The Story of Popular Dancing (London, 1976) 34. 
79 Ibid . 



11 
 

of the dancing master to train and hone the skill for competition. Arbeau stated that “the virtue of 

the man lies in his agility, precision, rapidity of footwork, and muscular strength.”80 This role play 

within the dance places the Galliard within a social context revealing notions of gender as a result of 

Renaissance sense of competition and skill. Queen Elizabeth I’s adoption of the Galliard in England 

placed her in the role of the competitive male. Dancing it frequently, not necessarily with a male 

partner, she expressed dominance and power over what was deemed as a masculine skill at the 

time, expressing her social and political image through dance. 

Galliards were often referred to or even danced in Shakespeare’s plays, expressing both a 

performative aspect of the dance and its relevance to everyday social life during the period. The 

dance was better able to express joy, and mischief as well as anger and aggression and may also 

have informed the structure of speeches within the text; increasing in intensity, question and answer 

format, explosive dialogue. For example, Much Ado About Nothing.81 

Conclusion 

Neville’s book Dance, Spectacle, and the Body Politick, 1250-1750, is structured around mini 

chapters based on social, political and interdisciplinary functions of dance and her background in 

music feeds an interdisciplinary approach to dance. Written in 2008, Neville develops and extends 

an approach similar to the ideas of Rust in 1969, although Rust is not cited in the work. Rust, 

(specialising in psychology and sociology), took a chronological approach to dance using terms such 

as “the age of the Galliard”, but drew out many social arguments, summing them up in chapters 

similar to Neville’s approach, here labelled “Testing of Hypotheses” and “Functional Analysis.”82 

Sachs drawing together the World History of the Dance, informed Rust and similarly wrote 

chronological and themed chapters. Drawing on the social and political ideas from these authors, the 

Basse Danse and Galliard as an expression of Renaissance ideas and culture has been explored. 

The Basse Danse, in various forms, spanned a large period of time and styles. It has been established 

that it played a significant role in the display of and participation in, social relationships. Its 

expression of Neoplatonist ideals in terms of mathematics and geometry of floor pattern has not 

been specifically exemplified in the historiography however, its processional format and links to 

Domenico de Ferrara, do not rule this feature out as Ingrid Briainard has shown.83 Its Italian form 

                                                           
80 J. Hoskins, The Dances of Shakespeare (London, 2005) 43. 
81 N. Ҫikigil, ‘Renaissance Dance Patterns in Shakespeare’s Italian plays: An Analysis of Dialogues’, Studies in 
Theatre and Performance, 26:3 (2006) 267-8. 
82 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969) 124 and 130. 
83 F. Carter, ‘Number Symbolism and Renaissance Choreography’, Dance Research, 3 (March 1992) 25. 
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expressed the styling such as movimento, indicative of the grace and beauty aimed for throughout 

court society and Renaissance art. 

The sense of spectacle, competition and the solo aspect of the Galliard, distanced it from the 

numbers and symbolism used to create geometric patterns that brought order and harmony to the 

court. This was a key aspect of both Renaissance culture and dance, which other dances were 

specifically designed for. Additionally, how much time there was in a virtuoso dance to embody the 

movimento of Renaissance posture and style is ambiguous. It does however express gender roles 

and calls into play the idea of a winner and a loser in its form of competition, increased by the 

perfection of skill set in motion by the rise of the dancing master and their emphasis on training and 

practice. Both the Basse Danse and the Galliard may not encompass all the functions linking to the 

Renaissance and the courtier at one moment, they do however cover many and have the potential 

to have expressed more. Their popularity at the time may also have contributed to their use in 

defining Renaissance dance, particularly the Galliard, still popular today. The transition from 

popularity of the Basse Danse to the Galliard was indicative of the trend in the Renaissance towards 

formal dance, dropping its mixtures of other styles. The rise in popularity for “high dances” over 

“low”, (fast and excited over slow and dignified), exemplifies the desire to compete in skill and 

vocabulary.84 The sense of competition driven by the rise of the dancing master, was also dominant 

in Renaissance culture in general, contextualising the transition from the Basse Danse to the Galliard 

within Renaissance trends. 

Having focused this research on social court dances of the Renaissance, there is potential to extend 

the study to masques and more performative dances for large events where allegory and classical 

antiquity were heavily drawn upon. The dances of the lower classes were also evolving and 

intertwining with court dances throughout this period and, although authors such as Sachs and Rust 

explore this aspect of dance, the ages of the Basse Danse and Galliard used to define the period omit 

a large proportion of society, as they were predominantly dances of the elite.85 

Word Count: 4398 (not including sub-headings and separated quotes) 

  

                                                           
84 G. Kassing, History of Dance: An Interactive Arts Approach (USA, 2007) 84. 
85 F. Rust, Dance in Society: An analysis of the relationship between the social dance and society, in England, 
from the middle ages to the present day (London, 1969) 126. 
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Illustration 2: 

 

Illumination from an Italian treatise by 
Guglielmo Ebreo of Pesaro’s De pratica 
seu arte tripudii (‘On the practice or art 
of dancing’), (1463).87 
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