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168 The Baroque

This deed won me the highest honor I could have received; for the report of it,
having spread throughout Rome, came as far as the ears of His Holiness, who did me
the special favor a few days later of sending for me, and said to me, among other things,
“We have heard that you have a special talent and we would like to hear vou.” I will not
tell you here how happy His Holiness showed himself to be after having done me the
honor of listening to me for more than two hours; some dav vou will see people worthy
of being believed, and they will give vou a full account of it.

André Maugars, Response faite a un curienx sur le sentiment de la musique d’Italie, escrite a Rome le premier
Octobre 1639, trans. Walter H. Bishop, Journal of the Viola da Gamba Society of America, VIII (1971), 5-17.
Reprinted by permission of Efrim Fruchtman, editor.
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Music under the Sun King

During the seventeenth century, which the French still call their “grand siecle,” music
attended the French kings everywhere. They rose in the morning to the sound of the
oboes and brasses of the Great Stable (Grande Ecurie), they danced to the music of
their famous “twenty-four violins” (also known as the Grande Bande), and were
regaled at meals by a smaller band of fiddlers, known as the Petits Violons. In the
Royal Chapel they heard the crowning musical expressions of their majesty and
power: the grands motets, often sung by a choir of sixty, accompanied by an orchestra
to match. At its height under Louis X1V, the royal musical establishment at Versailles
numbered some 120 musicians. The description given by Pierre Rameau, dancing
master to Louis XV, of a court ball suggests some of this splendor, and also the rigid
formality that governed the proceedings. The dances came in a prescribed order, as in
the standardized instrumental dance suite established by the lutenists and harpsichord-
ists of Louis XIV's time.

Of the Ceremonial Observed at the King’s Grand Ball

I believed it impossible to give a description more likely to inspire regard for the cere-
monies and rules of private balls than first to attempt some briet account of the King’s
Grand Ball, since it is the most important of all such functions and should serve as a
model for private balls in regard to the order of the proceedings, and the respect and
politeness to be observed thereat.

In the first place, none is admitted to the roval circle save Princes and Princesses of
the Blood Royal, the Dukes and Peers, and Duchesses, and afterwards the other Lords
and Ladies of the Court according to their rank. The Ladies are seated in front, while
the Lords are placed behind them. Nevertheless, I have ventured to represent the latter
standing [see the illustration |, to avoid confusion in my figures, and to make them more
casily seen.

Everyone being thus placed in order, when His Majesty wishes the ball to begin he
rises, and the whole company does likewise.

The King takes up his position at that end of the room where the dancing is to
begin, which is near the musicians. In the time of the late King [Louis XIV], the Queen
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the next couple led the Branle in their turn, after which they took up their position
behind Their Majesties. This continued until all the couples had danced and the King
and Queen were at the head again.

Then they danced the Gavorze in the same order as the Branle, each couple
successively retiring to the end of the line. The dance finished, they made the same
bows on parting as those with which the Ball opened.

Then came the danses 4 denx. Formerly the Courante was danced after the Branles,
and Louis XIV, of happy memory, danced it better than any member of his Court. But
nowadays the Menuet is danced after the Branie.

Therefore, when the King has danced the first Menuet, he goes to his seat and every
one sits down, for while His Majesty is dancing all stand. Then the Prince who is to
dance next, after His Majesty is seated, makes him a very profound bow, and then goes
to the Queen or the first Princess of the Blood, and together they make the same bows
as before the dance. Afterwards they dance the Menuer, and at the conclusion make the
same bows again. Then the Lord makes a very low bow to the Princess on leaving her,
because she will not appear again before the King.

But if His Majesty desire another dance to be performed, one of the First Gentle-
men of the Bed Chamber announces his wish, which does not prevent the same bows
being observed.

Pierre Rameau, The Dancing Master [1725], trans. Cyril Beaumont (London: C. W. Beaumont, 1931),
37-39.
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Rationalistic Distaste for Opera

The French were skeptical of the whole idea of opera during its first century. They
possessed a glorious and very intellectualized spoken drama, compared to which the
ltalian dramma per musica seemed a kind of child’s babble, in which verisimilitude
was impaired, credibility made difficult, and the emphasis placed not on the content
of the play but on decorative trappings. Music was admitted to their theaters mainly in
an incidental capacity, on a par with the spectacular “machines” on which gods
descended or winged chariots took off. And as the great French dramatist Pierre
Corneille (1606-84) makes clear in the preface to his Andromede (1650), a piece a
machines, the machines were far more integral to his conception of that sort of play
than the music that accompanied them.

Each act, and the prologue as well, has its own set, and at least one flying machine, with
a musical accompaniment which I have only used in order to entertain the ears of the
spectators while their eyes are engaged in watching the descent or ascent of a machine,
or are focused on something (like the fight between Perseus and the monster) which
would prevent their paying attention to what the actors might be saying. But I have
been very careful to have nothing sung that is essential to the understanding of the play,
since words that are sung are usually understood poorly by the audience, owing to the
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