—Performing Gredey Dances. the View from the Floor ———

David Wilson

Introduction

On 13 March 1999 the Bedford Waits and the Capriol
Dancerstook partinare-enactment of fiveof thedancesfrom
John Banys' pocketbook, recently discovered amongst the
Gredley family papers in the Derbyshire Record Office.*?
Thiswaspresumably thefirst performanceof thesedancesfor
somethinglike500years. Theevent wasorganized by Derby-
shire Record Office and was attended by avery select audi-
ence composed partly of senior national figuresin theworld
of manuscripts and archives and partly of those who had
worked in conserving and publishing the document both in
conventional and in electronic media. The latter group in-
cluded Professor David Fallows and Dr Jennifer Nevile.

The venue was Haddon Hall (Derbyshire), where the
Banqueting Hall remainsessentially initslate-fifteenth-cen-
tury formand providesasettingthatisonly tooauthentic. The
flagged floor goes back to the fourteenth century and its
surfaceissowornand uneventhat, for thesafety of thepublic,
it is normally covered by a large area of matting. Out of
concern for the safety of the dancers also, we chose to leave
thismatting in place asthe lesser of two evilsand were glad
of along on-siterehearsal to adjust our techniqueaccordingly.
(Footwork needed to be neat and precise, but fortunately
involved nothingintricate.)

One of the charms of Haddon is the intimate scale of its
rooms, with the magnificent exception of the Long Gallery.
Even after some editing, certain dancestook up virtually the
whole of themain floor area of the Banqueting Hall, leaving
theaudienceto standinanarrow aisleonthenorthside, while
the Bedford Waits were rel egated to an appropriate position
in the Minstrels' Gallery. The acoustics were found to be
excellent, with the sloping ceiling of the restored roof acting
as a perfect sounding board; but visual communication be-
tween the dancersand agroup of seated musicianswasfound
to be problematical.

The five dances performed were these:

Prenesagard for three
Talbott for two
Esperans for three

Li beausdesconus for two
Northumberland  for three.

Banys descriptions of these dances can be found in
Nevile' spaper in thisissue of Historical Dance.? Banysgave
the name of the fourth onein three different forms: Lubeus
discuneus, Lebeusdesineus and Ly beusdistonys. Theseare
al versions of the title of a well-known fourteenth-century
verse romance attributed to Thomas Chestre and usually
known as Li beaus desconus; it seems reasonable to restore
that form of the name.

We performed the dances in versions prepared by Dr
Nevilein accordancewith the procedures shehasoutlinedin
the paper cited. The purpose of the present noteisto describe
what remained to be done before the dances could be givena
public presentation andwhat insightsweregainedinrehearsal
and actual performance.

Preparing the dances for performance

What we received from Dr Nevile was a proposed sequence
of stepsfitted toanarrangement of therelevant musi ctogether
with a sketch of the assumed floor patterns. We still had to
decide how certain steps and manoeuvres were to be ex-
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ecuted; inwhat general stylethedancersweregoingtomove;
whether to use any female dancers (hone being specified by
Banyshimself); and what werethedynamicsof eachdanceas
it took shape on thefloor.

First, however, came a critical comparison of the Nevile
versionswith Banys' original descriptions. Only at oneplace
did our interpretation differ: in Talbott we understood * trett
and retrett togeder’ to mean that the dancers moved not only
at thesametimebut alsointhesamedirectionsideby side, so
thatiswhat wedid. That apart, weaccepted what wehad been
given and followed Dr Nevile' slead.

Steps

Banys dance-descriptions are written in English, but that
does not mean that we can alwaysreadily determinewhat he
istryingto say. In particular, there are termsused that we do
not properly understand.

One of theseisrake. Thisisused both asanoun and asa
verb in contexts which often seem to imply sideways move-
ment. If arake isto be made as a sideways step, how long
should it take? It seemed to us to be begging too many
guestions to perform it in the manner of an Italian ripresa,
even when the context seemed to be suitable, so we opted for
asidewayssingle.

This decision had interesting consequences. Nevile had
alotted 1 breve (the time of a double) to each rake or act of
raking, but we were doing each step in half thistime. When,
asinPrenesagard, anact of rakingwascalledfor that clearly
took the time of a breve, we made two of the steps in
succession. The men at the sides made both their rakes
towardstheir own sidewall, but the onein the middle made
them alternately to right and left, thereby maintaining his
central position. We may contrast the situation in Talbott
wherethedanceendswith*2doblis, 2rakisandaturne’ . Here
two steps are specified, and Nevile accordingly wished to
alotthemtheequivalent of 2 breves. Theonly way to achieve
this was to insert some extra notes into the music, but the
Bedford Waits found this made them stumble. On the other
hand, if therakisaredoneassingles, the problem goesaway,
astheextranotesare no longer needed. Theseresultsaretoo
limited to be regarded as conclusive, but they certainly
encouraged usto continue making the stepsin thisway.

Another term requiring somedefinition waslepe. Thiswas
prominently featured in Prenesa gard and also occurred in
Northumberland. Intheformer context each lepecaneasily be
shown to take abreve, so we have somekind of ajump made
inthetime of adouble and apparently without any change of
position. Thethreedancersareinlineabreast andtheylepein
turn in acomplex succession. The context strongly suggests
that they arein friendly competition, showing off what they
can each do. The time available for each lepe presumably
encompasses both the preparation for take-off and the subse-
guent recovery; whatever happens in between is a matter of
personal agility and imagination. Similar timing, but less
exuberant leaping, is appropriate aso inNorthumberland.

Flourdelice

In Prenesa gard and Northumberland thereis amanoeuvre
for three dancersarranged in atriangle, called aflourdelice.
| deally, onewould supposethat thethreedancersshouldtrace
out the conventional shape of afleur-de-lys by their move-
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ment on the floor. At the end of Prenes a gard wewere able
to do this, using the flourdelice to move from a triangular
formation into aline at the rear for the closing reverence.

In Northumberland, however, it is reasonably clear that
the dancers have to return to the same positionsthey started
from, andinrehearsal it became essential to ensurethat they
did. Our solutionwasfor each at thesametimetotraceacircle
forwardswithinthetriangleand back to place. Thisisnot very
like afleur-de-lysand could perhaps beimproved by having
theman at the apex go in and out of thetriangle on astraight
line, whiletheothersturnasbefore. Themorenearly thethree
men can meet, the more purposeful the manoeuvre will be
seen to be.

| have described above two variants of the flourdelice as
actually performed at Haddon Hall. It neverthel ess does not
take extensive research into the Gresley dancesto show that
both of these were misconceived! Floursdelicearecalled for
in six other dancesthat are for two people only, and in some
of thesethey areclearly madeby onepersonat atime. Sowhen
Banyswrites® All at onysaflourdelice’, hemeansthat all three
dancersaretodoit (eachin hisown place) at the sametime.
Furthermore, in Prenesagardtheflourdeliceshouldbemade
first and the three dancers should come together afterwards.
Thiswould require extramusic, and thisisin fact available,
asthetwofinal strainsof themusic aremarked to berepeated
‘ut supra’. There would then be the equivalent of six extra
doublesfor the coming together, which may seem excessive,
yet typifies the sort of problem any reconstructor hasto deal
with.

Itisevident that thereis much work yet to be done on the
form of theflourdelice.

Trace
Each dance openswith atrace, and Esperansapparently has
afurther traceseparatingitsfirst and second parts. Wetreated
these assaltarello/ pasde brabant and used them to get into
an appropriate position on the floor for the main part of the
dance.

Style of movement

It wasimportant not toimply that thesedanceshad originally
been performed eitherinaFrench orinan Italian manner, but
abasic decision had to be made at the outset: to step onto the
toe or onto the flat foot? We were especialy glad we had
chosenthesecond optionwhenweencounteredthepracticali-
ties of performance at Haddon; no one could have danced on
the toe on that floor with any confidence. So it was an
understated |talian stylethat wesettled for, avoi ding exagger-
ated shoul der-shading and anything that woul d have spoken
too strongly of an Italian connection. But, in practice, when
advancinginfileonasequenceof six singlesteps, asrequired
at the beginning of Esperans, it isvital that these steps are
madefirmand strong, andthat initself reintroduced asignifi-
cant amount of swagger. Thisisonly one of the placeswhere
the figures making up the dance imposed their ownlogic on
the manner in which they came to be performed.

Use of femaledancers

Nowhere does John Banysrefer to female dancers. When he
isspecific, herefersto aman, but much of thetime herefers
simply to‘thefirst’, ‘thesecond’ (or ‘middie’) and‘thethird’
(or ‘last’). In public performance for ageneral audience the
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participation of women addswel comevariety andinterest, as
well as reducing the burden on the three male dancers who
would otherwise have carried the whole performance.

The two dances for two both seemed natural couple
dances, i .e. for amanandwoman, and thisishow wedidthem,
despiteBanys referencetothe’lastman’ inLi beausdesconus.
Out of thethree dancesfor threethat we performed, Prenesa
gard and Northumberland both contained lepesfor al three
participants, which made them unsuited to femal e perform-
ance. There seemed no good reason, however, not to deploy
awoman in the middle place in Esperans; it just so happens
that this is the only one of the three dancers not to be
specifically described as a man. It aso happens that this
configuration givesaparticular emphasi stotheending of the
dance. After various changes of placethethree dancershave
reassembled in single file, but with the middle one now
transferred to the rear position. They all make asequence of
steps backwards, then the front two spin round on a double
(while the third simply stands in place), before they all
readvanceinfilefor their final reverence. Inthissequencethe
two front dancers have made their turn in front of someone
with whom their eyes can momentarily interlock in passing.
Whenthat personisawoman, thisdynamicisenhanced, even
if thismay not have been the original intention.

The Italian connection reconsidered

InapaperinEarlyMusic,®Dr Neviletentatively suggested
an Italian connection for the Gresley dances. Thiswasinevi-
tably a paper-based assessment, and it isfair to ask if it was
reinforced or contradi cted by our experienceonthefloor. The
reader should, however, remember that this experience was
limited to only five dances, while the writer must not forget
that his experience was of a composite product in which
Banys' original text was skilfully amplified by Nevile.

It is certainly with the Italian repertoire that the Gresley
dances haveto be compared, for thereisno other contempo-
rary body of figured dances of which we yet know. In France
and Spain (likeEngland until 1996) theonly dancesof which
we have detailed knowledge are Basse Dances in their hun-
dreds, with afew other dancesthat are not Basse Dances but
are neverthelessin arelated style. Italian sources add afew
‘French’ dances composed in piva, but these do not furnish
developed floor patterns. When dealing with the Gresley
dances, we are bound think of their Italian counterparts
becausethereisnothing el sewithwhichto comparethemand
because such thoughts are also prompted by observable
similaritiesinthemusic.

We need not be surprised at general similarities of floor
pattern. Bothrepertoiresareat aparallel stageof development
intheelaboration of floor pattern, and thereare only so many
alternativesthat offer themselves. Inadancefor two, thetwo
dancers can proceed together; they can part by going in
opposite directions and then come together again; and they
can go round one another. Such moves are common to both
traditions. Similarly, with three dancers, they may start in
singlefileor lineabreast. Fromthelatter positionitissimple
to createatriangle by having thedancersonthesidesandthe
one in the middle go up and down the room in opposite
directions. The triangle can be inverted by reversing the
direction of movement, and the dancers on the sides can
exchange positions. Again, all these moves are common to
Englandand Italy.
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Itismoreinstructiveto consider differences. Therearea
number of figures typical of Italian dances that are totally
absent from the Gresley material.

A common patternin ltalian dancesfor twoisfor theman
to leave his partner and take a particular sequence of steps,
when hehalts, shecomesforwardwiththesamestepstorejoin
him. Thisis often repeated one or more times, varying the
step-sequence. Inthe Gresley dancesit is not uncommon for
two or three dancersto make the same short step-sequencein
turn, but the scenario of one dancer repeatedly going to join
theother doesnot occur. No dancer isidentified asawoman,
and gender-based scenarios, includingrolereversal, arethere-
fore absent.

In Italian dances for three a common feature is for the
middle person to turn each of those on the sides one after the
other; thismanoeuvre may be replaced, or even followed, by
aree of three. In the Gresley dances a modest amount of
turning does take place, but not of both fellow-dancersin
succession, nor in areel of three.

The various patterns considered in the two preceding
paragraphsaresotypical of Italian dancesthat their absence
from the Gresley must be regarded as significant.

When weturn to actual steps and step-sequences, we are
hampered by lack of informationfor largepartsof theGresley
dances. Where steps are not specified, they may have used
doubles, but this is far from certain. We can nevertheless
consider the sequences of stepsthat are described.

In Italian dances singles occur most often in pairs, espe-
cially near the beginning of dances or of sections of dances.
In the Gresley dances singles tend to be found in threes and
sixes, usually in phraseswherewecanbesurethat they arenot
triplets but maintain their normal value of half abreve each.
A sequence of six singlesis unheard of in the Italian reper-
toire, but in the Gresley dancesit isrelatively common.

Another distinctivesequenceintheGresley dancesis‘thre
singliswithastop’,i.e. threesinglesfollowed by afirm close
of thefoot in place of afourth single. Thisisinitseffect like
adistinctive slow doubl e, taking twicethenormal time, inan
eveninstead of dotted rhythm, and with adefinite closeat the
end. In performance thereisastriking contrast both of pace
and rhythm when this sequence is juxtaposed to normal
doubles. Other common distinctive stepsor sequencesinthe
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Gresley dancesarethelepesand floursdelice (however these
aretruly done). None of the above areto befound in Italian
dances.

Morefundamentally, the Gresl ey dancescannot beequated
either with Bassadanza or Ballo. Both our dancers and our
musicianswere agreed that abassadanza tempowastoo slow
for the five dances we performed; and steps likelepescould
haveno placeinanormal Italian Bassadanza. Thetempoused
in performance approximated tosaltarello. Thethreedances
for three were clearly arranged in several separate sections,
somewhat like an Italian Ballo, but nowhere was there any
sign of the changes of rhythm and tempo from one sectionto
another that characterizethe Ballo.

Ingeneral, then, thereisaresemblancebetweenthe Gresley
dancesand the contemporary repertoireinitaly; butitisonly
a very genera resemblance. As soon as we look at the
structureand component el ementsof thetwo setsof dancesin
any detail, weseedifferencesand discrepanciesthat deny any
closer relationship. Themodel that seemstofit isessentially
theonethat | put forwardin On Common Ground 2: Continu-
ity and Change,* namely that both areparallel devel opments
fromthecommon European stock of vernacul ar figured dance
whose other branches are till unknown to us. One day
perhaps we may encounter evidence for the corresponding
repertoirein France, Germany and Spain (using these names
in a general rather than fifteenth-century sense), and our
comparisons will become more subtle.
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